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ABSTRACT
PERCEPTIONS OF SOCIAL MOBILITY IN
COMMUNITY COLLEGE SCHOLARS AT BUCKNELL
While national leaders have joined the discussion more recently, scholars in the
fields of education, psychology, and sociology, have been exploring the ways in which
students‟ socioeconomic background affects the outcomes they experience as a result of
their education (Lareau, Unequal Childhoods: Class, Race, and Family Life, 2003).
Furthermore, the role played by the education system in creating or diminishing
socioeconomic disparity has also been studied in depth (Bourdieu, 1977; Boudon, 1977).
However, the journeys of students from low-income families that begin their education at
community colleges and continue it, through careful planning or chance, at elite four-year
institutions, has not been the subject of much attention. This thesis explores these
students‟ perceptions of social mobility as they have been shaped by their experiences so
far in life. This includes the exploration of changes in their perceptions as the contexts for
their lives have been changed. Quantitative analysis of survey results and qualitative
analysis of participant interviews serve as the data set for this study. The implications of
the findings for student affairs practitioners are also explored.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Overview
The United States has one of the highest levels of income inequality among high
income countries. It is one of very few developed countries where income inequality has
increased since the 1980s. While average household income has increased for all families
in the United States, the increases experienced by the richest 20% of families have been
manifolds more than those experienced by the poorest 20% (US Department of
Commerce).
A 2007 report by Jobs for the Future concluded that the United States has a very
long way to go to eliminate social disparities in degree production to meet the demand for
higher skills and knowledge and remain competitive internationally. Closing the gaps
between various historically disadvantaged groups would require that the bachelor‟s and
associate‟s degree production be increased by nearly 37 percent. The achievement of this
goal is not possible without catering to the special needs of first-generation students.
These students represent the racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic groups that are currently
disadvantaged. The goals for the higher education system have been set; now it is time
for significant efforts to be made in understanding and solving the problems that are
faced by these students (Handel & Montoya).
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Studying the population of low-income community college students is particularly
challenging. Some of these complications go beyond creating pathways to facilitate
journeys through the education system:
“First-generation entry is contested, paradoxical, and ambivalent. In Foucauldian
terms, it involves students working on themselves and becoming „disciplined
bodies‟ who will do what is expected of them and want to do it, but will also
evoke counter-memories and counter-narratives which make this process far from
straightforward” (Thomas & Quinn, 2007, p. 62).
First-generation students, like other non-traditional students, often belong to lowincome families. Many first-generation students will begin their education at an
affordable institution which they do not intend to be the last or final institution that will
award them a bachelor‟s degree. Hence, even though some students may intend to pursue
four-year degrees at elite institutions, they are forced by their financial situation to begin
this journey at trade schools or community colleges.
With college degrees becoming a prerequisite for an ever-increasing number of jobs
the hopes of many to achieve the American Dream stand dented today. In October 2010,
President Barack Obama used a special White House conference to highlight the nation‟s
community colleges for offering a path to the American dream for underprivileged
citizens. He went on to say that community colleges “provide a gateway to millions of
Americans to good jobs and a better life” (Hall, 2010).
The role of community colleges in the realization of the American dream was
studied in great detail in a 2006 report titled Transfer Access to Elite Colleges and
Universities in the United States: Threading the Needle of the American Dream (Dowd &
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Gabbard). The study was commissioned by the Jack Kent Cooke Foundation, the Lumina
Foundation for Education, and the Nellie Mae Education Foundation. While the extensive
study recognized the significant opportunities that are created by transfer initiatives, it
recognized the grim reality on the ground as well:
“For the least affluent in our society, the chances of transferring from a community
college to an elite institution are practically negligible. Yet, each year a small
number of students bridge the divide of culture, curriculum, and finances in a move
that epitomizes the cherished American Dream of social mobility” (Dowd &
Gabbard, 2009, p. 4).
The number of students enrolling at community colleges is on the rise. This
increase is accompanied by an increase in the proportion of all undergraduate students
that attend community colleges. Currently, almost half of all undergraduate students are
enrolled in community colleges.
Many of these students begin their pursuit of higher education at these affordable
institutions with the hope of culminating it at one of the nation‟s elite four-year colleges.
However, opportunities for even the most talented of low-income students remain
limited. In fact, the number of such opportunities is shrinking (Dowd & Gabbard, 2009).
While some efforts are being made by a group of highly selective four-year
institutions, much more can be done. The Jack Kent Cooke Foundation, the Lumina
Foundation, and more recently the Gates Foundation, have all made commitments to
supporting initiatives that facilitate the transfer of talented low-income community
college students to elite institutions. However, these initiatives are currently only in place
at a few institutions. A coordinated effort from highly selective institutions has the
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potential to significantly increase the number of low-SES transfer students by reaching
out to talented community college students, educating high school and community
college students about financial aid, and actively working on their respective campuses to
break down cultural barriers.
The failure to take the initiatives described above would mean that the existing
cultures at elite four-year colleges would be preserved. This would neutralize the role of
elite higher education institutions as vehicles for upward social mobility for those in the
greatest need.
The lack of socioeconomic diversity of students at elite institutions will also hurt
the overall ability of these schools to truly diversify their student bodies and provide an
education that nurtures critical thinking among students, promotes the understanding and
acceptance of differences, and above all, prepares students for success in the world that
they will enter as graduates.
This study attempts to identify and address challenges faced by low-income and
first-generation students. These discussions are important for the full appreciation of the
issues related to students who transfer from two-year institutions to four-year institutions
to continue their education, and are also relevant when discussing ways to overcome
these challenges (Townsend & Wilson, 2008-2009).
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Organization
This study seeks to explore the perceptions of social mobility held by students
who participated in the Community College Transfer Initiative (CCTI) at Bucknell
University. This study seeks to answer the question: Do CCTI participants at Bucknell
see the program and the resulting opportunity to pursue a four-year degree at Bucknell as
an agent for upward social mobility?
In answering this question, the study will also seek to explore the factors that play
an important role in the transition of these students to a four-year college and the
challenges that they face if they do wish to use this education as a vehicle for social
mobility.
Chapter two explores some of the literature that has been produced surrounding
the subject of education and social mobility, particularly if the former can be seen as a
catalyst that facilitates the latter. In this regard, the work of Pierre Bourdieu is used as the
main framework for interpreting educational outcomes in the context of social mobility
(Bourdieu, 1977). The concepts derived from Bourdieu‟s work are connected to students‟
journey through the education system using Annette Lareau‟s work in her book Unequal
Childhoods (2003). Lareau‟s work will help us understand the differences that exist
between the upbringings of low-income and working class families‟ children and those
from middle- and upper-class families. This discussion will set the stage for us to explore
the way in which the differences in upbringing manifest themselves when these lowincome students enter a realm of education that is defined largely to cater to the middleand upper-class students.
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Chapter three outlines the methods used to collect data for this research. The
mixed-methods approach is explored in this chapter, and an outline is provided for the
methods used to analyze the results of both the quantitative and the qualitative study.
This chapter also explores my own views about social mobility as a potential outcome of
an elite education and highlights the ways in which the authenticity and trustworthiness
of the study are ensured.
Chapter four discusses the findings of the study. First, the major trends observed
in the quantitative study are outlined. This is followed by the presentation of the profiles
of participants who were chosen to be interviewed as part of the qualitative study. At the
end of this section, participants are placed into four categories based on how they
perceive and interpret social mobility. The typologies were determined by participant
responses to particular questions.
Chapter five explains the importance and implications of the findings of this study
for student affairs practitioners. These implications are explored in terms of long-term
strategic planning, including suggested internal and external strategies that can be used to
help realize the potential for social mobility that is often associated with the acquisition
of a quality education.
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW

Introduction
In studying the perception of social mobility in students who participated in the
Community College Transfer Initiative (CCTI), it is important to recognize two distinct
themes that emerge in the literature surrounding this subject. The first theme is
exploration of the role that successful achievement of a college degree plays in enhancing
upward social mobility. The second is a study of the factors that influence the successful
achievement of a college degree by community college students who transfer to elite
four-year institutions. This literature review will explore both of these themes in order to
accurately present the complexity of the problem under discussion.
First, the idea that attainment of higher education leads to (upward) social mobility
will be explored. Evidence that supports this claim will be provided from the abundant
literature that has been produced to address this very question.
Second, a study of the literature will explore the five barriers that researchers have
identified as being of significance when studying the pathways to a four-year degree
followed by community college students. Since transfer from a community college to an
elite four-year college is just one of many pathways that students may follow, this review
will also consider literature that addresses the issues encountered by low-income and
first-generation students in their pursuit of higher education at elite four-year institutions.
The use of this literature is justified by the large proportion of low-income and firstgeneration students that attend community colleges.
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Finally, this chapter will conclude by summarizing the literature within the two
themes identified above, and by highlighting some of the areas within which these themes
interact with each other.

Higher Education and Social Mobility
It is common belief among sociologists as well as politicians, that educational
development and attainment are the most important policy instrument for achieving
social equality (Boudon, 1977). However, as Boudon explores in his work, this is a
highly contested claim and has been challenged both in theory and through empirical
evidence. The tendencies observed in data collected in the United States between 1949
and 1969 show two trends: a decrease in educational inequality and an increase in
economic inequality. It is also noted that the educational system tends to reinforce rather
than diminish inequalities of social background; this idea is referred to as social
reproduction in education (Boudon, 1977). This argument is supported by evidence that
socioeconomic status of students is a strong predictor of the educational outcomes and
degree attainment.
Boudon introduces two assumptions in setting up a model for studying social
mobility through education. The first is that most industrialized societies are meritocratic
to some degree and as a result will favor individuals with higher levels of education if all
other factors are held constant. Similarly, it is also assumed that among individuals with
the same level of education, those with a high socioeconomic status will be favored for
the achievement of a high social status. It is therefore concluded that decreasing levels of
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inequality in educational opportunity and increasing levels of educational achievement
are not necessarily connected to an increase in social mobility (Boudon, 1977).
So what is it about the educational system that allows it to become a system for
the reproduction of social structure? To answer this question we turn to the work of
French sociologist, philosopher, and anthropologist, Pierre Bourdieu.
Bourdieu explores the role of education in the transmission of social structures
through a study of the production of habitus. He defines habitus as a „system of
dispositions which acts as a mediation between structures and practice‟ (1977, p. 487). In
other words, this system of dispositions produces practices that are adapted to particular
structures – contributing, in turn, to the reproduction of these structures. Within this
framework, educational institutions are key players in determining structural dynamics
and class relationships. Therefore, Bourdieu argues, the education system is one of the
most effective, seemingly benign and neutral, mechanism for the transmission of power
and privileges (1977).
The culture that the educational system transmits is closer to the dominant culture.
This is made possible by the presence of a system that requires some familiarity with the
dominant culture and which imparts information and training in a way that is best suited
to those who are equipped with the “right” habitus.
Classes and sections of classes that are not favored by the system begin to view
themselves in a negative light because of the unconscious expectations that they have for
themselves and their social category. This idea is further supported by the discovery of
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sociologists that individuals whose social and academic careers were studied „hoped for
nothing that they have not obtained and obtained nothing that they have not hoped for‟
(Bourdieu, 1977, p. 496).
While Bourdieu‟s work provides a broad framework for us to work with, the level
of abstraction is at times limiting when using the concepts to interpret the experiences of
the subjects in this study. This „gap‟ is bridged by the work of Lareau and MacLeod,
discussed below.
The idea that students with less-favored forms of cultural capital (i.e. those
belonging to low-income or low-privilege families) develop leveled expectations and are
less likely to dream big or have great expectations will be explored further when
discussing the results of this study. Jay MacLeod provides detailed accounts of his
observations regarding perceptions of social mobility in youth living a project. In his
book titled ‘Ain’t no makin’ it’ (2009), MacLeod explores the differences in the prospects
of social mobility expressed by a group of white boys living in the neighborhood to those
of black youth in the same area. „Because aspirations mediate what an individual desires
and what society can offer, the hopes of these boys are linked inextricably with their
assessment of the opportunities available to them‟ (MacLeod, 2009, p. 7).
Lareau and Weininger (2010), revisit children who had participated in an earlier
study conducted by Lareau (2003). In that study Lareau follows the upbringing of
children being brought up by parents from different socioeconomic classes. In light of
that study Lareau introduces two models used for child rearing. Working class parents
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raised their children using „an achievement of natural growth‟ approach. In this approach
parents take care of their children but do not actively intervene in their education or plan
their social lives. In contrast, middle-class parents followed an approach of „concerted
cultivation‟. They participated actively in the lives of their children, working closely with
them on their education and planning activities for them. In 2010, Lareau and Weininger
explore the college-entrance experiences of the same children in relation to their social
class.
It is found that friends and family of students from low-income families are far
less involved in the planning of their education as compared to their middle-class
counterparts. These low-income families believe that facilitating the transition out of high
school and into college is the responsibility of the school system. In this context, students
from these families fail to gain admission even to local selective institutions despite
aspirations to attend college and good academic records.
Therefore, as argued by Bourdieu, the informal cultural knowledge of the higher
education system as well as the dispositions to intervene in schooling and other cultural
resources, become forms of cultural capital for students from middle class families and
barriers to success for working class and poor students. In other words, the working class
parents who raise children in accordance with the „accomplishment natural growth‟
model produce and transmit less suitable cultural capital as compared to middle class
parents who are aligned with the model of „concerted cultivation‟. This „lesser‟ form of
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cultural capital produced by working class parents is less powerful in resulting in
admission to college (Lareau & Weininger, 2010).
The application process and transition to college (if admitted) is complex.
Students, while increasingly independent, benefit significantly from the knowledge of the
system possessed by those around them. This is particularly true when students encounter
challenges and problems along the way. However, since many of the students from lowincome families are also first-generation students, their parents are unable to provide
much support to them in their educational pursuits. This is held partially responsible for
failure of low-income, working class students to enroll in college or stay enrolled once
they have started (Lareau & Weininger, 2010).
A study conducted by Prof. Deborah Abowitz (Social Mobility And The
American Dream: What Do College Students Believe?, 2005), a sociology professor at
Bucknell, is reviewed here to provide a context within which the perceptions of social
mobility among community college transfer students at Bucknell can be interpreted.
Abowitz surveyed a sample of Bucknell‟s student population (n=154). The study,
conducted in the spring of 2001, examined whether college students believe in the
American Dream, believe in the achievement ideology and an open class system, and
believe that social differences are justified. The study finds that students in general
believe in the American Dream and the achievement ideology. Students who perceive
themselves to be from more privileged backgrounds are somewhat more likely to believe
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that high social standing or class position is related to an individual‟s special ability or
great accomplishment than other students (Abowitz, 2005, p. 724).
At this point, I will turn to a detailed discussion of the barriers that are
encountered by low-income, first-generation students who start their higher education
journeys at community colleges and decide to pursue four-year degrees at elite
institutions. The study of these barriers will build upon the foundation laid in this section
regarding the role of higher education in promoting social mobility.

Barriers Encountered by Community College Transfer Students
There is an abundance of literature that addresses various problems faced by
community college students transferring to four-year elite institutions. While different
researchers focus on different problems or sets of problems, most literature can be seen as
addressing one of five barriers to student success at one of three stages that nontraditional, first-generation, and/or low-income students must go through in order to enter
a four-year college. These stages and barriers are depicted in the illustration below.
Successful navigation of these pathways by students from low-income families is
important for them to be seen as a means for achieving upward social mobility (The
Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance, 2008).

14

Enrollment

• Academic Barriers
• Social Barriers
• Informational Barriers
• Complexity Barriers
• Financial Barriers

Persistence

• Academic Barriers
• Social Barriers
• Informational Barriers
• Complexity Barriers
• Financial Barriers

Transfer

• Academic Barriers
• Social Barriers
• Informational Barriers
• Complexity Barriers
• Financial Barriers

Figure 1: Barriers Encountered by Community College Transfer Students
It should be noted that the stages depicted above can be viewed from two different
perspectives. The first perspective is that of the transition from high school to community
college and the second is that of transition from community college to four-year college.
In the first perspective enrollment refers to enrollment into the two-year college,
and persistence refers to continued enrollment in the same. The transfer stage represents
the transition to a four-year college from this perspective.
In the second perspective, the first two stages refer to the same stages as those for a
two-year community college, but the transfer stage is eliminated and replaced by the
milestone of graduation from a four-year college and progression to work or further
education.
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Here we will concern ourselves with gaining a better understanding of the
perceptions of social mobility among students enabled to attend four-year colleges
through specifically designed bridge programs and transfer initiatives. Furthermore, we
will discuss here the efforts that four-year institutions should make to tackle the various
barriers in the applicable stages of the pathway described above.
The scope of the challenges outlined in the figure above is large and requires
state-wide or even national policies to mitigate the effect that they have on firstgeneration students‟ ability to succeed academically in their lives. However, since this
study deals mostly on the students who have already made it to four-year college, it will
focus on the social and academic challenges that students face once they have entered
college. Discussion of these challenges beyond the boundaries of colleges and
universities will be included where necessary.
It may also be noted that the complex nature of many of the challenges that
students face makes it difficult to always divide them within rigid categories. As a result,
some of the categorization should be understood as fluid. It should also be noted that
while the literature reviewed addresses community college students in general, it is often
built by using support from literature specifically addressing first-generation and lowincome students.
Academic Barriers
Peer group cultures and relations have become crucial to young peoples‟ sense of
identity, self-esteem, and security in a world where inherited social differences have been
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„erased‟. As a result, the relations between first-generation students and non-firstgeneration students are typically connected to feelings of guilt, shame and resentment, as
well as envy, deference and pride. Such feelings only work to strengthen the fences
within which first-generation students find themselves confined (Christie, 2009).
This is not the only manifestation of inter-class differences in the social lives of
students. Even before they come to college, students live in the fear of having to ever
consider going back to where they came from. To them the decision to attend college is a
step toward something higher, something better. At the same time, however, it is a step
away from that which they see as their „own‟. This fear creates a pressure on students to
succeed, a pressure that may in some cases result in students deciding not to attend
college, but one that is also a factor while these students are enrolled in college (Reay,
David, & Ball, 2005).
Prior to the discussion of academic integration, it is important that we establish
what it means to have achieved the same. According to Murphy and Hicks, academic
integration is the formal and informal interaction with the academic systems of the
university, including activities centered on classrooms and other learning spaces
involving various educators (2006).
It has been found that first-generation students are less prepared academically and
are not able to perform at the level that is expected of students in college and university.
They are less likely to have taken college preparation exams, or courses that would have
eased their transition to college, like the Advanced Placement tests. The non-engagement
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of first-generation, at-risk students in higher level courses, particularly in mathematics,
reduces students‟ ability to cope with the academic requirements of college (Choy, 2002).
Academic integration is complicated by the differences in teaching and learning
styles that are promoted by colleges, which many first-generation students find difficult
to adapt to. While this is also true for first-semester college students in general, the
problems are more substantial for first-generation students for two reasons. The first is
that the high schools that they usually study at draw from low-income neighborhoods,
thereby decreasing the financial resources allocated to education. The second factor is
that many first-generation students use two-year community colleges as a low-cost entry
point to higher education (Townsend & Wilson, 2008-2009).
Research suggests that relationships with faculty can ease the transition to college.
For first-generation college students, the satisfaction with their relationships with faculty
is dependent on them having a feeling that the faculty members of the university are
sensitive to their needs, interests, and aspirations. The ease with which students can
develop personal relationships with faculty members on campus and the perception that
these faculty members are good instructors helps to strengthen students‟ resolve to persist
and to succeed. The influence of the level of satisfaction on the students‟ achievement of
academic integration and the influence of academic integration on the students‟ chances
of success is very significant (Murphy & Hicks, 2006). The change in context from
community college to four-year college may provide an opportunity for the formation of
better relationships with faculty, or it may take away good relationships formed in
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community college. This aspect of students‟ transition plays an important role in the
creation of a satisfactory experience for transfer students.
Social Barriers
Coming to college is a significant decision for many low-income, first-generation
students because of the implications that it has for their social life. Students not only
leave family and friends from their high schools or two-year colleges behind, they also
frequently enter a realm where there are few others like themselves.
According to Murphy and Hicks, students whose parents who do not have any
higher education background spend less time socializing with other students (2006). They
are also less likely to transfer to other institutions, which is an important part of the
pathway to a Bachelor‟s Degree for many of them. Their expectations from college are
significantly different from those of their peers (2006).
Townsend and Wilson explore the problems faced by students transferring from
community colleges, particularly addressing issues related to academic and social
integration (2008-2009). According to their study, the problem of social integration is
exacerbated by the need of many of these students to work for long periods of time to
support their education. Many live off-campus, especially if they are attending a
community college or are transferring to a four-year college from one. This factor in
combination with the absence of educated parents, deprive many students of the ability to
engage in social activities with other students. It is not uncommon to find first-generation
students‟ social lives restricted to small cliques (2008-2009).
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Informational Barriers
Many students from disadvantaged backgrounds lack information about college
preparation, benefits of attending college, or continuing education. They frequently have
little or no understanding of the admissions process and do not know what they should
expect from a college education (Vargas, 2005). Studies have shown that students who
have this information are more likely to make the decision to attend college. This means
that students from families with low income or without a history of college attendance are
less likely to apply to college (King, 1999).
There is also a lack of guidance opportunities for students who attend public
schools and community colleges. In community colleges, students have to rely heavily on
admissions, financial aid, and other student services offices to get the support they need.
However, given the lack of financial resources available to these institutions, these
offices and departments are often under-funded and under-staffed. Even if students are
able to transfer to four-year colleges they often face a system that requires students to
initiate contact with professors and other staff for advising matters. The lack of
information hinders students‟ ability to succeed (Person & Rosenbaum, 2006).
A similar problem is noted by Long (2005) where a lack of advising and
knowledge of financial aid packaged and scholarship opportunities kept students from
applying to college. It is also noted that students are less likely to pursue college degrees
because they do not understand the importance of continuing education (Long, 2005).
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Complexity Barriers
Another challenge for low-income and first-generation students on the road to a
college degree is the complexity of the policies and procedures that they must understand
and perform in order to make progress. Without proper guidance, students often refrain
from attending college at all or make poor choices. Intimidated by the complexity of
required documentation and procedures, many choose colleges based wholly on the
simplicity of the admissions process (Person & Rosenbaum, 2006).
Similar barriers of complexity are faced by community college students seeking
to transfer to four-year colleges. A lack of clarity and the differences in institutional
policies makes it harder for students to transfer. Part of the problem is a lack of alignment
between policies and expectations (Long, 2005).
While articulation agreements hinder the transfer of course credits from
community colleges to four-year colleges, another problem faced by community college
students is the lack of an apparent connection between the multiple goals of community
colleges. Students often fail to understand the relationship between remedial, careerfocused, and academic programs and hence lack an understanding of the value of
continuing education (Long, 2005).
Financial Barriers
Most minority students in the US attend public two-year or four-year institutions.
These students, many of who come from low- or moderate-income homes, are also more
likely to be part-time students than their white counterparts. The readiness with which
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these minority students accept loans and/or grants is much lower than that found among
white students. As a result, minority students are more likely to work to finance their
education, and enroll only as part-time students (King, 1999).
In the high school graduate cohort of 1992, only 20 percent of low-income
students who were qualified to go to college actually attained a bachelor‟s degree by the
year 2000. (The Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance, 2008) Even
though the costs of a community college education remain low compared to private
institutions, these costs have increased as a percentage of the income for low-income
families. In 2005, the annual cost for attending a community college as a percentage of
family income was seven times higher than the same proportion for high income families.
A mere eight percent of the total number students entering the nation‟s most
prestigious public universities are transfer students from two-year institutions. The
corresponding percentage for elite private colleges is less than one percent (Fischer,
2007). Only 10 percent of the students at the 28 most selective private schools in the
United States come from the bottom 40 percent of the US family income distribution. It
should also be noted that the reason for this abysmal representation of low-income
students in selective institutions is not caused purely as a result of the scarcity of highability students who belong to the low-income families of this nation (Hill & Winston,
2006).
The problem of under-enrollment is further exacerbated as individuals rendered
jobless by an ailing economy are returning to college to learn new, better, and more
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marketable skills. This is creating a greater burden for community colleges as they
remain the preferred choice for higher education among the low- and moderate-income
population (California Postsecondary Education Commission, 2008).
Yet another challenge to low-income students is posed by the attitude of four-year
institutions toward part-time enrollment. Most selective institutions do not allow students
to enroll as part-time candidates for bachelor‟s degrees. This reluctance on the part of
selective four-year colleges, in effect, disenfranchises the students from low-income
homes who are usually juggling several responsibilities in addition to attending college
which prevent them from enrolling as full-time students (Handel S. J., 2009).
Based on the evidence cited above, it can be concluded that clear inequities exist in
transfer access for low-income community college students. This problem is not new; it
has existed for a long time and has been known to affect first-year enrollment of lowincome students as well as transfer to other, less selective, four-year colleges.
These inequities in the US higher education system where the community colleges
are supposed to serve as low-cost vehicles for social and economic mobility severely
undermine the ability of the system to perform its function. It is crucial in a democratic
system that access to elite institution be equitable so that public investments in higher
education do not yield the same class structure that is already prevalent in the population
(Dowd, Cheslock, & Melguizo, 2008).
Dowd and Gabbard (2009) also argue that it is no longer sufficient for community
colleges to simply ensure students‟ enrollment. These colleges must also make efforts to
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increase the proportion of students who enroll and are then able to proceed to the
completion of their bachelor‟s degree at a four-year institution. The complex nature of the
financial aid system means that low-income, first-generation, and non-traditional students
may not possess the knowledge or have access to the guidance which would enable them
to understand the net cost of attending college.
In the current scenario, the pathway from high-school to a bachelor‟s degree for
low- and moderate-income students is uncertain at best. Availability of finances is not the
lone factor making this pathway uncertain, but it is one that certainly undermines the
chances that these students have to access and persist in higher education (The Advisory
Committee on Student Financial Assistance, 2008).
Dowd and Gabbard (2009), aware of this concern, make recommendations in their
study that emphasize financial aid in every aspect of practice since it forms such a crucial
component of transfer access to elite institutions.
Even though it is clear that the availability of financial aid resources and lack of
information about the same form some of the most significant barriers that prevent
students from low- and moderate income families to attain four-year degrees from
selective institutions, there is no quick or easy fix for this problem.
Very few colleges have the large endowment needed to exercise any significant
degree of freedom in the allocation of financial aid resources. Most other colleges and
universities in the public and private sectors do not have the ability to make significant
changes to the way that they allocate financial aid and other financial resources. These
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less fortunate institutions are dependent on state and federal government policies in order
to bring introduce significant changes (McPherson & Schapiro, 2006).
However, this is not to imply that these institutions are powerless. Potential
solutions for the reduction of barriers at various stages in the pathway to the attainment of
a four-year bachelor‟s degree at a selective institution are presented in available literature
concerning these issues. A select set of these solutions are presented below.

Summary
In this chapter I have presented the theoretical framework that will be used to
inform the interpretation of the information and ideas that have been gathered from my
discussions with the participants in this study.
The theoretical lenses used here will be Pierre Bourdieu‟s theory of social and
cultural reproduction and Annette Laureau‟s study of the „accomplishment of natural
growth‟ and „concerted cultivation‟ as two models that can be used to view the
upbringing of children in low-income, working families and middle-class families,
respectively.
The extensive review of literature studying the barriers to community college
students‟ transition to college will facilitate the categorization of subjects‟ experiences to
allow interpretation through the macro- and micro- lenses described above.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
This chapter presents the methodology used for this study and justifications for its
use of the same. It reiterates the purpose of this study. The theoretical framework used for
the design of data collections instruments and to guide interviews with participants is also
described herein.

Purpose of this Study
The purpose of this study is to determine students‟ perceptions and experiences of
the role of bridge programs that facilitate transfer of students from two-year community
colleges to elite, four-year institutions in supporting students‟ upward social mobility.
The study focuses on the Jack Kent Cooke Foundation‟s (JKCF) Community College
Transfer Initiative (CCTI) at Bucknell. In particular, it seeks to answer the question: Do
students in bridge programs find their participation in such programs helpful in enhancing
their social mobility? It is hypothesized that the CCTI and other bridge programs do
facilitate upward social mobility when implemented with sufficient financial and student
support from host institutions. The study examines this hypothesis by preparing case
studies on the perceptions and experiences of community college transfer students and
comparing the findings therein with claims made by contemporary researchers.
It is hoped that the research study and its findings will enhance the understanding of
the experiences of scholars transferring from community colleges to continue their
education at elite four-year institutions. It will provide valuable feedback to improve such
programs in the future.
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Data Collection
A mixed-methods approach is used for this study. A limited quantitative survey was
conducted to gather information about the students who participated in the CCTI at
Bucknell University. This information included biographical, academic, and social
information that enabled me to place them in the larger context of all CCTI programs. In
addition, this study also incorporated questions asking participants to rank their
agreement with statements that are reflective of their perception of social mobility.
The main focus of this study is the development of profiles based on detailed
interviews with ten randomly selected scholars who participated in the summer program
offered by Bucknell University to selected community college students who have met a
basic set of criteria for transfer to a four-year college under the Initiative.
These ten participants were selected to include members of both genders,
individuals from different age groups, and with different marital status. Each of the
participants is introduced in Chapter 4.
Each of the participants was interviewed three times. The focus of each interview
was different. The interviews followed the progression of the participants from high
school to community college, from community college to the summer program at
Bucknell, and from the summer program to their final choice of enrolling or not enrolling
for a Bachelor‟s degree at Bucknell University. The first two interviews with each
participant were used to gather background information and build a profile for the subject
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and the third was used exclusively to gain a nuanced understanding of the subject‟s
perception of social class structures and social mobility in the US.
A copy of the instrument used for collecting quantitative data is presented in
Appendix I. While the actual questions used in interviews varied, the interview protocol
used for conversations with participants of the qualitative study is presented in Appendix
II.

Trustworthiness and Authenticity
The process of gathering information through semi-structured interviews allows
subjects to respond to prompts from the researcher freely and flexibly. However, this
advantage of having a nuanced understanding of the subjects‟ views is accompanied by
the real and serious threat of corrupting the findings due to a bias held by the researcher
and manifested in the language of the prompts or the interpretation of responses. The best
way to tackle this problem is to recognize and account for the personal views of the
researcher. To accomplish this, I present a summary of my own perception of social
mobility in the United States in this section.
As an international student who moved to the US to attend college, my views of
my own social class and my ability to achieve a better status have been subject to
frequent and significant changes in the last eight years. Through participation in different
activities, programs, and classes I have had the opportunity to explore my views in great
detail, and document them on several occasions.
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In my opinion the (upward) social mobility of individuals is dictated to a great
extent by factors that are not necessarily in their control. Whether or not individuals are
able to manipulate circumstances in their favor and become upward mobile depends on
their socioeconomic background. It is my view that the odds are stacked against even the
most hardworking and intelligent men and women who belong to populations that are not
afforded a high level of privilege by the society at large.
Furthermore, I am convinced that these hurdles are translated into barriers in the
higher education system, barriers that keep well-qualified individuals from low-income
and low-privilege families from reaching their potential.
While these opinions have resulted from keen observations and an extensive study
of literature, I have taken precautions to filter these out for this study. During the
interviews I did not offer any feedback to subjects when asking them about their opinions
about various issues. No information was collected after the debriefing at the end of the
third and final interview from any of the participants. This was done to ensure that any
last comments I made about the study and my opinions about the questions at hand would
not affect the findings of the study. Most of my opinions are well documented in papers
that I wrote about financial aid availability and its effects on social mobility among lowincome and about the transition of first-generation students from high school to college.
A second method employed to check that all interpretation of recording of
responses was accurate was the sharing of interview transcripts and summaries with the
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subjects. Each subject had the opportunity to review, and correct as needed, any quotes as
well as to offer feedback on the accuracy of my interpretations of the same.
The third manner in which I checked the accuracy of my findings was a
comparison between the findings of the qualitative study and the results of the
quantitative study. The latter being a significantly more objective and bias-free method of
data collection that provides a larger pool of responses within which the interview
responses could be interpreted.

Data Analysis
Two sets of data analysis were conducted as part of this study. The first consisted
of a study of the data collected in the quantitative part of the study. This analysis
consisted of a broad study of sixty-four variables that I had included in the survey for
their relevance to the study and the theoretical lenses being used to interpret its results.
Because of the breadth of the quantitative study and the small size of the sample (n = 56),
I conducted the most basic statistical analysis to identify significant trends in the
population which I could explore further through incorporation in the interview protocol
for the qualitative study. The results from this „preliminary‟ analysis are presented in the
next chapter.
The second analysis consisted of a study of the data gathered through the semistructured interviews. The stories of individuals, while similar in some respects, are very
unique. Profiles for each subject were constructed based on the information gathered
through the interviews. These profiles highlight events and experiences that are directly
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related to the theoretical lenses chosen here. For example, the family backgrounds and
journeys through the education system are documented to reflect the social and cultural
capital that these individuals are endowed with.
One challenging aspect in the construction of these profiles was the interpretation
of habitus as it applies to the subjects of this study. A thorough and consistent approach
has been used here to present comparable accounts. This was done by developing a code
to interpret responses to the questions in the interview protocol that address social capital,
cultural capital, and habitus. Codes were also developed to determine the extent to which
barriers to transition were perceived by the participants. The perception of these barriers
is also an indication of the habitus experienced by these individuals.
Finally, a subjective description of the subjects‟ perceptions of social mobility is
included in the profiles. An attempt has been made to convey this perception through
quotes and statements to preserve the complex and nuanced nature of it. For sake of
comparison and the need for a conclusion in this study, these perceptions are coded to
reflect agreement or disagreement with, and the degree thereof with the statement,
„attending an elite four-year institution has enhanced my chances of upward social
mobility‟.

Summary
In this chapter I have presented the purpose of the study, the methods used to
collect data, the measures used to ensure the accuracy and authenticity of this data, and
an overview of the analysis conducted on this data. The ideas and methods presented here
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describe the system through which relevant data has been gathered for this study. Also
described here is the system of checks and balances in place to ensure that the data is
valid and accurate and that it has been interpreted in a fair and impartial way.
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CHAPTER 4: FI NDINGS

Introduction
Having introduced the study, the theoretical framework to be used to interpret the
information gathered, and the methods by which this information would be gathered, we
now move to a discussion of the findings of this study. I will begin this chapter by
providing an overview of the population studied and presenting the key findings of the
quantitative study that was undertaken.
Next, I will present individual profiles of the ten subjects who were chosen to
participate in the qualitative study. The profiles will present each individuals background,
experiences in high school and community college, and his/her perceptions of social
mobility.
Finally, the results of the quantitative and qualitative study will be discussed and
analyzed in light of the theoretical framework presented in Chapter 2. The chapter will
conclude by answering the research question in the light of the research findings.

Quantitative Study: Population Overview
A total of 56 students completed the quantitative survey. 59% of the respondents
identified themselves as female. The distribution of respondents across the five partnering
community colleges was roughly even. Participants ranged in age from 20 to 41 years of
age, with a mean age of 26 years. While most participants have never been married, 7 are
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currently married, and another 4 had once been married but are now divorced. 5 of the
respondents identified themselves as parents.
More than half of the respondents (n = 30) identified themselves as independent
students. An independent student is defined as someone who meets on of the following
criteria:
1. …is 24 years old or older
2. …is married, divorced, separated, or widowed
3. …has a child
While most of the respondents identify themselves as White/ Caucasian (n=43), 6
identified as Asian/Pacific Islanders, 6 identified as Black/African-American, and another
2 recognized themselves as Native American/Indians. Only 65% of the respondents
identified themselves as US citizens. The remainder identified themselves as international
students.
The brief statistics mentioned above, and other data collected in the quantitative
survey are discussed in detail in the following section. The trends are discussed in the
order that the relevant questions appeared on the survey. The sub-sections are titled the
same as the corresponding survey sections. For a complete summary of the survey results
refer to Appendix III.
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Quantitative Study: Notable Trends
Family Background
One of the most notable trends in this section was that 30 of the respondents
indicated that their biological parents are no longer married to each other that they were
never married. While the effects of being raised in single-parent families, or in the
presence of a step-parent may vary greatly, this is a trend that will be explored further in
the qualitative study.
Another overwhelming trend was that all but four of the respondents indicated
that their parents held blue-collar jobs. 85% of the respondents also indicated that their
family income was $50,000 or less. The income was less than $20,000 for 43% of the
respondents. Only 4 respondents indicated that one or both of their parents owned
businesses. This combination of blue collar jobs and low-income households places most
of these students in the least privileged families.
Reported levels of education among the respondents‟ parents were also low. Only
36% of mothers and 20% of fathers attended some college or obtained an associate‟s
degree. Meanwhile, an even slimmer 25% of mothers and 21% of fathers actually
completed a bachelor‟s degree or higher. These trends mean that students who were
surveyed did not have the social capital in their immediate families to help them navigate
the education system. This fact is further supported by the following data.
Almost half (46%) of respondents indicated that their parents were not wellinformed about the options available to pursue higher education, and another 21%
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remained neutral in this regard – leaving only 33% who agreed to some degree. Similarly,
55% of respondents indicated that their parents were not well informed regarding
financial support options for higher education, another 23% remained neutral in this
regard – leaving only 22% who agreed to some degree.
While the lack of information about educational opportunities and availability of
financial support for their children may be related to the fact that most parents had not
pursued higher education themselves, this explanation was not supported by the data.
Only a weak positive correlation was observed between parents‟ average level of
education and respondents‟ satisfaction with their knowledge of higher education option
and financial support availability (ρ=0.22 and ρ=0.24, respectively). This trend may be
attributed in part, then, to the accomplishment of natural growth – a childrearing
approach that working class and poor parents practice (Lareau, 2003). This idea will be
explored further in the qualitative study.
Academic Information
The trends in this section were mostly in line with expectations. Respondents
reported their performance in high school, and community college in this section. 79%
indicated having achieved a GPA of between 3.00 and 4.00 while another 46% reported
having been a part of the honors program at their high school.
More than half (57%) of the surveyed population took a break after completing
high school. About one half of those who took a break did not return to education for
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more than two years. This trend is well documented in students from low-income and
first-generation backgrounds (Goldrick-Rab, 2006).
When they did go to community college, most students studied subjects in the
social sciences and liberal arts, only 9 respondents indicated studying science,
technology, engineering, or mathematics-related subjects. Many pursued broad subject
areas as their majors, for example, „Liberal Arts‟ and „Social Sciences‟ were two of the
most commonly pursued majors.
All respondents achieved a cumulative GPA of between 3.00 and 4.00 in
community college. Exactly half of the respondents participated in an honors program in
their community colleges. It is worth noting that only 3 of the respondents took a break
after community college, and the break was not longer than one year for any of these
individuals. This is an obvious result of participation in the transfer initiative. Since most
students who went through the summer program were committed to pursuing a four-year
degree and were equipped with the knowledge needed to turn this aspiration into a
reality, they did not have to wait long to transfer successfully, even if they did not attend
Bucknell University.
Financial Information
The survey asked students to report how many hours they spent doing paid work
while enrolled in community college and then in four-year college. Most students
reported having had a job during their time in community college. 56% of the
respondents indicated that they worked more than 20 hours a week. This percentage
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dropped to only 4% while attending four-year college. Most students indicated not taking
up a job at all or working no more than 20 hours if they did. This is an important factor to
be considered among the financial barriers that that students face in their transition to
four-year colleges. While the cost of attending college with the help of the scholarship is
very little, the opportunity cost is significantly higher, particularly for students who had
been working full-time, and in some cases were providing for a family.
23% of the respondents indicated that their financial contribution to their families
had decreased as a result of enrolling in four-year college, while another 11% indicated
that their contribution had increased. For most students who are closer to traditional age
of college attendance, this question was not applicable as they had not been contributing
financially to their families.
Academic Journey
Most students indicated that they had a good understanding of the application
process for admission into and financial aid for community college. Students also
indicated that they had a very good understanding of the graduation requirements for
community college.
A number of students noted concerns when it came to having an understanding of
what work could be transferred to four-year college and what course requirements it
would fulfill there. However, most students were satisfied with, and viewed as fair, the
evaluation of their work by the four-year institution. The articulation procedures that are
in place for colleges to accept credit earned in another institution have been the focus of
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much attention, particular in the context of transfer initiatives. The students‟ satisfaction
is an indication that the measures taken by Bucknell have been effective.
More than half (57%) of the respondents indicated their dissatisfaction with the
quality of counseling available to them in their high schools. Similarly, 31% indicated
that they were not satisfied with the information available to them based on which they
made their decision to attend community college.
It is interesting to note that these trends changed for the better in community
college, where 72% of the respondents indicated their satisfaction with the guidance and
counseling opportunities available to them. An even greater degree of satisfaction (85%)
is observed with regards to availability of information on whether or not to attend fouryear college. While considering these trends, it must be noted that all respondents are
students who were not only enrolled in the community colleges that partner with
Bucknell as part of the transfer initiative, but are in fact students who had been a part of
the recruitment process. As a result, their perception of these services is very likely
significantly different from that of their peers.
A staggering 91% of respondents indicated their satisfaction with the quality of
support services available at the four-year institution to which they transferred (Bucknell
in most cases). While it is not a surprise that Bucknell and other institutions like it are
able to provide a higher quality of services, but the level of satisfaction indicated here
means that these services have been catered well to the specific needs of community
college transfer students.
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Social Life
Life outside the classroom at Bucknell is very much a part of the „elite‟
experience. In many ways students can significantly enhance their careers through their
social lives in college. This section in the survey tried to get a glimpse of the social life of
transfer students at Bucknell.
Of the surveyed students, 28% indicated they socialized less at Bucknell, while
45% indicated they socialized more, in comparison to community college. The contextual
differences here are great. In community college, the students were commuting to classes
and interacted only with their teachers and classmates in the classes. Engagement outside
of the classroom was not expected, and in many cases not possible either.
However, given the pool of high-achieving and engaged students from
community colleges who typically participate in this program, it is not surprising that
41% indicated they were more involved in extracurricular activities at Bucknell than in
community college; 34% indicated the opposite. The residential setting at Bucknell is
most likely responsible for the former trend, and the rigorous academic courses for the
latter.
A majority (57%) of the surveyed students indicated that their social lives
revolved around other transfer or non-traditional students, only 21% indicated this to not
be the case. This trend is understandable since only a small number of transfer students
are admitted into elite four-year institutions, and those that are admitted are wellseparated from students who started their academic careers at the host institution.
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Another social barrier that obstructs students‟ successful transition to four-year
college is the perception of their former peers and family that the pursuit of such
education will alienate them. While 34% disagreed and another 23% percent remained
neutral, 43% of the respondents agreed with the statement “my acquisition of higher
education has distanced me from my family”. As parents and close family are often the
strongest sources of support for traditional students‟ educational pursuits, this gulf within
the family presents an obstacle that is very difficult to overcome for many of these
students (Townsend & Wilson, 2008-2009).
Perception of Social Mobility
In this section of the survey, participants‟ responses to different statements were
used to gauge their perceptions of social mobility and meritocracy in contemporary US
society.
While there was an almost even split among the surveyed population in response
to the statements, “Anyone can get ahead in America if they are just willing to work hard
and pay their dues,” and “If I graduate and get the degree, I will get the job I desire,”
there was a surprising shift when the statement was phrased with respect to
socioeconomic status. 70% of the respondents disagreed (half of them „strongly‟) with
the statement “This country has equal opportunities for everyone regardless of their race,
religion and whether they are from wealthy or poor families”, and only 11% agreed with
it, the remainder choosing to stay neutral.

41

This trend continued to some extent in the response to the next statement,
“Obtaining my professional goals will depend more on „who I know‟ than „what I
know‟.” A significantly larger proportion of the respondents (46%) remained neutral
here, but 39% agreed to some degree with the statement.
The difference in responses to these statements is very important to note here. The
trends suggest that while many students (about half of the surveyed population) believe in
the basic tenets of the „American Dream‟, i.e. equal opportunity and meritocracy, their
perceptions are shifted significantly away from the same when the language of social
class is introduced in the following statement.
Though the data gathered in this section regarding perception of social mobility is
limited considering its importance to the study, the theme recognized here will be
explored in much greater depth in the qualitative study.

Qualitative Study: Participant Profiles
Alyssa
Alyssa is a 23 year old student, currently pursuing a graduate degree. She
participated in the summer program for community college scholars at Bucknell, and
subsequently transferred to and graduated from Bucknell. While Alyssa‟s parents did not
attend four-year college, her mother did complete an associate‟s degree. As the oldest of
three siblings, Alyssa was put to the test at the age of seven when her parents filed for
divorce. The ten year long process took a toll on Alyssa. Though she had been an average
student in advanced courses, Alyssa‟s realization in high school that she would not be
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able to attend college with her grades was what led her to seek opportunities to engage
and to excel in classes.
While Alyssa‟s parents were supportive of their children‟s education, they were
not very well-equipped to assist them in navigating the education system. Speaking of
preparation for college, Alyssa said:
“…all of that had to come from us, my sister and I. We really had to put ourselves
out there to make it happen. I don‟t know how else to explain it. It wasn‟t that
they weren‟t supportive; I don‟t think they knew how to be.”
(Alyssa, personal communication, February 20, 2011)
Alyssa worked in high school and continued to work to some extent even after she
transferred to Bucknell. Though she noted that in her neighborhood at home she was
likely to receive a higher tip from customers if she told them she was a twenty-year old
mother of three than if she told them she was a student. The latter was seen as an
undertaking for the privileged. This changed when Alyssa got a job bartending in
Lewisburg. Patrons there respected the fact that she was working to support her
educational endeavors while enrolled as a full-time student.
Alyssa worked hard during high school to save money for a trip to study abroad in
South America before beginning her junior year. It was here that in a phone conversation
her mother drew the curtain on Alyssa‟s newfound aspiration to attend four-year college,
“I got a phone call from my mom saying that we wouldn‟t be able to afford anything but
community college. I burst into tears” (Alyssa, personal communication, February 20,
2011).
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In Alyssa‟s experience, parents of other children from similar backgrounds did
want their children to go to college, however, this was not something they were expected
to help realize. The children had to find a way to make it happen. Getting an education
was a means of gaining control of one‟s own life and not letting it run its course. For
Alyssa there was no big dream; she wanted to get an education, “no one could take an
education away from me. I wouldn‟t be left without options if I had an education”
(Alyssa, personal communication, February 20, 2011).
The notion of an American Dream was quickly dismissed by Alyssa. “I believe it
is only in dreams. That we are told that you can do whatever we dream. But the reality is
that there is not much upward social mobility in this country” (Alyssa, personal
communication, February 27, 2011).
Alyssa is very aware of the effect that her participation in the transfer program has
had on her life and her perception of social mobility. She recognizes that the opportunity
she was able to avail is not available for most people, that she is lucky. She is very
careful in talking about privileges enjoyed by those who enjoy higher levels of wealth.
She notes that in her opinion it is not wrong to accumulate wealth, or to know how to use
money to make more money. However, it is troubling for her to justify the
disproportionate amount of work put in by the working class for a return that is
significantly less compared to others higher up on the socioeconomic ladder.
As we were wrapping up our last interview, Alyssa gave me an example of
something that she thought was a common hurdle for students like her:
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“When I applied to colleges, I was so clueless on how to do it that I messed up
most of my applications. In that little box where it says tell us anything else you
want about yourself. I thought they wanted to know if I had any disabilities that
weren‟t asked about earlier. I left all of those blank… I would have gone out of
my way to seek help but I did not know it was going to be so complicated until I
tried to do it.”
(Alyssa, personal communication, February 27, 2011)
She takes most of the blame for things that did not go her way, from
misunderstanding college applications to not being able to afford college because she did
not save enough money. Little, if any blame, is reserved for „the system‟ in Alyssa‟s
mind.
Richie
At 32 years of age, Richie is a member of the latest group of community college
students to enroll at Bucknell. He grew up living with his grandparents while both his
parents worked. While his mother had completed some college work, Richie‟s father had
not studied beyond high school. Richie was in high school when his parents got divorced
and his mother remarried. Richie‟s stepfather was a rich man, and from living in a trailer
park, Richie went to living in a nice apartment in the suburbs. Richie‟s father had been
his mentor, and while his mother cared for him, he was left largely unsupervised after the
divorce and got into trouble frequently. While he did not blame his socioeconomic status
for any of his troubles, he did not see himself doing too well in the future either. In high
school he “wasn‟t really thinking about the future at all. I honestly thought I would end
up in jail or getting killed, man” (Richie, personal communication, February 8, 2011).
While Richie‟s stepfather was a successful salesman, Richie did not see himself
being successful in that kind of a business. „I never did dream big,‟ he says, „I took the
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George Bush approach to life… set low expectations, that way you can‟t disappoint
anybody‟ (Richie, personal communication, February 8, 2011). However, when Richie
saw his friends on the streets run into trouble, getting shot, arrested, and being forced to
move out of the country, he decided it was time for him to change the course of his life,
and he joined the US Marine Corps. Soon thereafter he got married and started a family.
The challenges of family life forced him to quit the military and move to a depressed
neighborhood in Philadelphia. This is where Richie went to trade school to become a
barber. His wife helped him find a second job that he soon quit. By the time he was 28,
Richie had four children and while he made a decent living, much of his income was not
documented and did not help him build good credit or plan for the future. It was this that
made Richie decided to return to college. Richie was able to use benefits from the GI Bill
and funding from FAFSA to support his community college education.
While Richie was satisfied with the quality of education at his community
college, he was well aware of the stereotypical opinion that the education he was
receiving did not match up to the standards at elite private institutions. It was to
compensate for this deficiency that Richie pursued the transfer route to Bucknell. He was
supported to a great extent in the process by the financial aid adviser at his community
college who was the first person to introduce Richie to the opportunity as well.
Today, Richie says he is living the American Dream. But he also notes, „I am the
exception rather than the rule.‟ There are many challenges that are faced by low-income
working-class families and the students who grow up in that environment. In recognizing
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these challenges, he almost contradicts himself. „The American Dream is… go to school,
get a job, get married, have kids, white picket fences, Chevrolets and GMCs… If you are
a poor man… that is not reality‟ (Richie, personal communication, February 8, 2011).
But Richie is quick to also point out that the system is not „fraudulent‟ and it
provides plenty of room for mobility for the tenacious individual. „There are so many
variables that beat you down that it doesn‟t seem like reality in your mind. [But] it‟s
there… it‟s there. Odds are stacked against you and it‟s a lot harder, but it [the
opportunity to move up] exists‟ (Richie, personal communication, February 15, 2011).
Richie sums up his view of social mobility as follows:
“…you can do what you want to do. If you fail, it is on you. The game is rigged
against you. You just didn‟t play it smart enough. I like to think that way for
myself, because that is what keeps me ahead of the curve.”
(Richie, personal communication, February 15, 2011).
Brian
Brian is 28 and is in his first year as a transfer student at Bucknell. He grew up in
a family with six children. Both of Brian‟s parents went to college and are currently
working. Brian was an average student and finished high school having attended two
private schools. While Brian was not very keen on attending college, it was something
that his parents had wanted him to try out at least before deciding not to pursue it further.
And so he did. Brian attended college for a semester, that his parents helped pay for and
then stopped. For Brian, there was not a clear direction that he wanted to follow in
education, and having completed his first semester with satisfactory grades, he decided to
stop out and join the military. The rigidity and lack of creativity in the military lifestyle
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led Brian to reconsider, quit and return to education. Within the first semester he decided
that not only did he want to complete his associate‟s degree, but that he wanted to go on
to another institution after that. However, as Brian struggled through classes while trying
to figure out what he really enjoyed, he was selected to participate in the ACT 101
program that is designed for students from low-income families that are struggling in
classes. His adviser in this course really helped him realize his potential, leading to a
swift improvement in his academic performance. Brian never really warmed up to
studying for the sake of education – to him the purpose of education was to qualify for
better jobs – he did not enjoy the process. It was not until the summer program at
Bucknell that he began to enjoy studying.
When it comes to issues of social mobility in the US, Brian chooses not to worry
too much. „I feel like I had a privileged upbringing, a family, food on the table, roof over
my head… not everyone can say that. I think if I start worrying about that (social class
and mobility) too much, I get worried or upset, and I don‟t see any use in that‟ (Brian,
personal communication, February 25, 2011).
In discussing the role of education as a tool for leveling the playing field, Brian
does not think that it is always effective. Education is just part of what goes on a resume
that gets you the job. When asked to talk about the challenges that students from working
class families face in the acquisition of a marketable education, Brian said:
“Like I mentioned before, I feel like life is not fair. It sucks, but you can‟t choose
where you were born and where you grow up. It‟s the way it is. You just got to
make… the best of what you have. Going around angry… or be[ing] upset about
something like that is not going to do any good.”
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(Brian, personal communication, February 25, 2011)
Brian feels in control of his life thanks to the opportunities that he has had to
pursue the kind of education he had aspired to receive. And while he does not want to
spend too much time worrying about social class dynamics, he does not want his children
to have to go through a similar process. „I feel like I was an exception. I got lucky‟
(Brian, personal communication, February 25, 2011).
Leo
Leo is a 25 year old student who moved to the United States from a South
American nation when he was a teenager. Leo was raised by his mother and grandparents
and did not establish a relationship with his father. For Leo, education was always a
priority and he intended to go to a four-year college when he was in high school.
However, this plan was dealt a blow because his college counselor at his high school
failed to complete the paperwork in time for his application to Bucknell to be complete. It
was then that the admissions representative at Bucknell introduced Leo to the upcoming
transfer initiative and advised him to enroll at a community college to facilitate his
transfer to Bucknell (transfer students outside of the transfer initiative do not generally
qualify for financial aid). Leo agreed to pursue this route, and had to continue working to
finance himself through community college. This situation was not new for Leo; he had
worked even when he was in high school. He worked throughout the year, working
longer hours when school was not in session.
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For Leo, the time in community college was full of uncertainty. His hopes of
attending Bucknell were fading as the communication channels between him and contacts
at Bucknell remained quiet for long periods. Because of the initial „rejection‟, Leo saw a
bleak future. Speaking of his view of the future when he was at community college, Leo
says, “…at that point I would say I would like to go to school, I would like to be a
business major, but I don‟t know what is going to happen… everything was kind of like, I
don‟t know” (Leo, personal communication, February 19, 2011). Despite the
discouraging incidents, Leo never considered dropping or stopping out, saying „I had
started something and I was not going to stop it. I was holding on to the word Bucknell
had given me. I was holding up me end of it‟ (Leo, personal communication, February
19, 2011).
Leo was invited to be part of the summer program at Bucknell. He found the
programming to be challenging and the transition was not easy. But he feels that the
program helped him become more comfortable once he had transferred to Bucknell.
However, all was not well. At the end of the program Leo was told that he would not be
able to pursue a business major, as he did not have the courses he needed to complete the
requirements as a transfer student. This was very frustrating for him. Speaking of his
interactions with a Bucknell faculty member, he said:
“She started putting down my skills as a writer… and in general. So that kind of
scared me a little bit. I would talk to people later and they tell me that you need to
write this proposal… you need to write this letter asking people that you want to
get into the business program, they made it seem really difficult, and they made it
seem like I wouldn‟t be able to do it.”
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(Leo, personal communication, February 25, 2011)
For Leo, the issues he faced result from a lack of information. For example, he did
not know how to find out course requirements for majors or how to register for classes
online. When Leo transferred to Bucknell, it was after only one year of community
college. His orientation program, as a result was a mix of first-year and transfer student
orientation programs, Leo was quite confused, saying „…lots of things were happening at
the same time. So I didn‟t know what to do or where to go‟ (Leo, personal
communication, February 25, 2011).
For Leo, social class is „structured in a way that there is very limited mobility.‟
He recognizes that „education is the only way you can obtain mobility‟ but cautions, „a
lot of people think education is the great equalizer but in reality it is not.‟ He argues that
this is obvious as the quality of education available in neighborhoods that are
socioeconomically disadvantaged is far worse compared to that available in more affluent
neighborhoods.
Leo notes that his is a rare case, „(…quality education) is for those who have the
money, and there are exceptions to that, because sometimes people like me end up going
to college.‟ But it takes both hard work and knowing the right people to be a part of this
group of fortunate individuals. Leo sees that the gap between the upper and lower income
groups is not fair. Some students „do crazy things, don‟t do well in school‟ but they still
get a good job. “It is not fair,” says Leo, “…but society needs social classes so that there
is a balance” (Leo, personal communication, February 25, 2011). Leo believes that the
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inheritance of privilege is justified, to some extent at least, „my future kids will probably
have a better lifestyle than I did as a kid… but everything has come at my cost and my
expense. I have worked hard to accomplish that.‟ But Leo says that while his children
will have some advantages, he will not „spoil them like brats‟, but he certainly does not
want them to „start from scratch. I want them to have a little advantage so they can
achieve success as well because I don‟t want them to end up at the bottom of the well‟
(Leo, personal communication, February 25, 2011).
Leo sees how the progressive increases in inherited privilege can lead to the huge
divide among social classes, and recognizes the long-term effects of what seems to be a
fair process. He recognizes that at some point down the generations his children or grand
children may not recognize the hard work and sacrifice that went into building their
status. „It is an ideal thought that I want my kids to understand. But they probably won‟t
understand that. They probably won‟t even care‟ (Leo, personal communication,
February 25, 2011).
Shelby
Shelby joined Bucknell in the fall of 2010 after having participated in the summer
program in the summer of 2009. She‟s 25 and has a child with whom she lives in an offcampus house. Shelby was born to parents who did not attend a four-year college. Her
mother completed part of an associate‟s degree while her father completed high school.
Shelby‟s parents divorced when she was young, and she was brought up by her mother
for the rest of her life. While Shelby‟s mother owned a hair salon and earned a decent
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income, her strong prioritization of Shelby‟s education meant that her daughter received
the best education that was available. However, while Shelby shared the expectation that
she would go to college after high school, she did not attach the importance to education
that her mother would have wanted her to. She “cruised through” her high school courses
and was admitted into an undergraduate program at a local four-year college that was not
very selective.
Shelby enjoyed her independence and spent a lot of her time partying and
socializing with her friends. This was the first time that she had been away from her
family. She became pregnant during this time, and quit college soon thereafter. This
decision was not well received by her mother who did not speak to her for months. Her
mother was upset that she had worked so hard to put Shelby through college and that she
had just squandered this chance.
Shelby joined her mother‟s salon business for some time but soon realized that it
was not the life that she had wanted for herself, and particularly not for her son. That is
when she, encouraged by her mother and aunt, started attending community college. It
was a difficult time for her. She was working at the salon, taking care of her son, and
attending classes as well. She wanted to go to a four-year college but since her mother
had withdrawn financial support after she dropped out from college the first time, Shelby
had to choose the affordable option of entering higher education through a community
college.
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It was here at community college that she was introduced to the opportunity to
transfer to Bucknell through the CCTI, an opportunity she pursued and successfully
capitalized upon. For Shelby the times have been tough: at community college, during the
summer program, and even today at Bucknell. She is not a traditionally-aged student, and
being a mother makes it much harder. And to make matters even worse she has to fit in a
population that is dominated by students from wealthier families.
“I have to have UGG boots; I can‟t just have other shoes. I am very self-conscious
of things like that. I don‟t feel out of place because I make the effort, but it creates
stress because I know that I should not be spending my money on that.”
(Shelby, personal communication, February 25, 2011)
Shelby enjoys her classes and has built good relationships with the professors, but
her social life outside of class revolves around her family and other community college
scholars who live off-campus. And while she sees the experience in a positive light
overall, she is very cautious when it comes to the role of education in promoting social
mobility.
“I think we have a real emphasis on education in this country. But I don‟t think
that it necessarily always helps you move up the social mobility ladder. I think a
lot has to do with who you know, rather than what you know.”
(Shelby, personal communication, February 25, 2011)
Those who are currently in the upper echelons of society were „born into it. What
did they ever do to get there?‟ asks Shelby. She also believes that meritocracy is given
more credit than it deserves.
“I feel like I know a lot of people who have worked very hard, like me… When I
get frustrated I think about how grateful I am to be here and where I would be
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right now if I didn‟t get my scholarship. I know people who worked just as hard
as me but did not have the opportunity to do something like that [transfer to an
elite college]… So I don‟t think that it is all based on merit at all.”
(Shelby, personal communication, February 25, 2011)
Shelby gives the example of a friend of hers who graduated from a four-year
college with a perfect GPA but failed to find a stable job for two years after graduation.
She attributes her own ability to reach this point in life to chance.
However, now that she is at Bucknell, Shelby feels that she is in a position to
capitalize on a system of meritocracy that she has earned entry into. She believes that the
strong support system established for community college transfer students will put her on
an equal footing as, if not give her an advantage over her peers.
However, just as Shelby acknowledges the existence of some meritocracy, she
restates her belief that „it is the people up here [the elite] that are keeping the people
down here [the working class] exactly where they are. There are people who make and
set the rules, and there are people who have no option but to abide by them because they
have no choice‟ (Shelby, personal communication, February 25, 2011).
Shelby feels that she is in a good position today to go on to get her PhD. She feels
confident that a Bucknell education will give her the opportunity to go to a good graduate
school and receive a scholarship. ”I feel like if I could be called a doctor… then I will
have moved up even if I make the same income that I would have made in another job
without the title. I would feel better because I have the title” (Shelby, personal
communication, February 25, 2011).
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Rosanna
Neither of Rosanna‟s parents studied beyond high school, but growing up with
her mother and her grandparents after her father had left the family, she had every
resource that she could have asked for as a student. She was doing well until she decided
to run away from her home in the Caribbean to try to find her father in the United States.
Uprooted from her familiar settings, Rosanna found herself struggling in the new country.
She received support from family and friends that she stayed with and made ends meet by
working different jobs. During one of her stints as a bus driver that she fell ill. Not being
able to work put a lot of pressure on her. She was unable to afford proper healthcare and
suffered as a result. Realizing that she wanted to have a job that would allow her to
continue to earn even if she was not physically able to leave home, she enrolled in
evening classes to get a computer certification. It was here that she met a mentor who
realized her intellectual capabilities and potential and started pressing her to pursue
higher education.
It was this mentor who helped Rosanna complete paperwork that would allow her
to enroll in community college. Her good performance in class and ability to relate well
to others and form good relationships helped her in community college. So when one of
her mentors found out about the transfer initiative, he made sure that Rosanna
interviewed with Bucknell. Rosanna had a young son at this point and did not want to
move or leave him in family members‟ care, but her mentor made it clear that this was
not an opportunity to be missed. So Rosanna moved to Lewisburg with her son to pursue
a bachelor‟s degree at Bucknell.
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When she is asked about her views on social class in America, she says: “People
tend not to want to talk about it (social class)… it is assumed if you work hard you can
have mobility. No matter how hard you study or prepare, sad to say it is not all the
same… it is who you know and dependent on your family background” (Rosanna,
personal communication, February 26, 2011).
For Rosanna, hard work is a prerequisite for success, but it is not the only thing
that is needed. “I am sad to say it is sort of like luck, being in the right place at the right
time. You still need to work harder and prepare so when that happens, you can take that
opportunity” (Rosanna, personal communication, February 26, 2011). She reflects on her
own experience as a hard working student who stumbled upon a great opportunity
because she knew the right people and was at the right place.
The American Dream is a „good dream‟, but America is not the land of
opportunities it is portrayed as. She sees a strong link between education and social
mobility, „it is the only thing that can change the class structure‟ (Rosanna, personal
communication, February 26, 2011).
Today she works for the Department of Education in Philadelphia, and sees a lot
of the behind the scenes happenings. She is troubled by cuts in funding for public
education programs that cater to the poorest students. “Students cannot learn on an empty
stomach. They are coming from a family that does not have the financial means to do this
on the outside (provide support for special needs)… then how will that family, or the next
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generation move up? There is no way for them to move up if they don‟t get that head start
in education” (Rosanna, personal communication, February 26, 2011).
For Rosanna the society presents a bleak picture. Even if there is social mobility,
it takes multiple generations to take effect. “No matter how well you do, only 1 percent
will go to the upper class. Class sections are rigid lines… they can never actually
disappear” (Rosanna, personal communication, February 26, 2011).
While she sees the disparities in distribution of opportunities and felt like a token
African American sometimes, she knows that she has to make the most of what
opportunities she has been given. While her mentor described her as „the chosen one‟,
and her good friend worked just as hard but didn‟t get the opportunity to attend a fouryear college, Rosanna has no doubts about making the most of it. “I don‟t care if it was
my race that got me in, I will take it. Everyone else was Caucasian, and I was not… so I
don‟t know what other factor played a role… I will take it” (Rosanna, personal
communication, February 26, 2011).
Rosanna sees the education system as a mechanism that facilitates a better quality
of life. However, her experiences after graduating from Bucknell have made Rosanna see
things in a different, but positive light.
“When I graduated at Bucknell, I could not find a job with the degree and I am
like I have a degree and I am still broke. It was like the church had to feed me
because had no money. I had to go to my landlord and she had to lower my rent
because I couldn‟t come up with the money to pay the rent especially in
Lewisburg. I could not find a job and I had a child with this degree. So, it is not
just oh you have an education, so you are going to move up, because you then
have to find a job where so many other people that have the same dream and want
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this just as bad as you do. So again, luck and opportunity and who you know and
all of those other things will play a role in getting that first job and there you can
do well and show your stuff. And try to move up in that field or not.”
(Rosanna, personal communication, February 26, 2011)
Rosanna had to take a low-paying job to support her family in Lewisburg after
graduation, and while it took some time, she was able to find a good, stable job. She had
been helped greatly by a Bucknell alum in the process. “You would hate to say that it is
who you know… but it doesn‟t hurt.”
For her the American Dream may have its faults, but it is there and one must be
prepared to take advantage of it. “It doesn‟t happen to everyone, but don‟t ever believe
that it can‟t happen to you. It doesn‟t hurt to want the American Dream. Just having
something to inspire you, you might not get all the way there, but you definitely move
somewhere up.” But social class barriers are here to stay, says Rosanna:
“The lines are rigid… you can work harder and harder but the upper class will
always strive to go higher. So you can never catch them. It is almost like they
don‟t want you there. So you can try as much as you want, because they don‟t
want you there. You can improve your life but you cannot cross the class
boundaries”
(Rosanna, personal communication, February 26, 2011).
Katie
One of six siblings, Katie comes from a working class family where education
was never emphasized. Neither of Katie‟s parents completed high school. Katie starting
helping her father with farm work as early as the age of 11.
At 16 she quit school to start working at a fast food restaurant. She was angry
with herself when she saw others her age coming in to the restaurant and talking about
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their educational lives. She was keen on becoming an adult and moving out of home. She
decided to go back complete her GED. Her parents were supportive of her decision, and
while they were not confident in her ability to navigate the system they helped her go to
school.
With her GED in hand, Katie was able to find a job and move out of her parents‟
home. Katie married around the age of 20, but divorced two years later. She continued
working different jobs and was working in a finance-related job, helping customers
complete paperwork to secure loans when she decided that she wanted to continue her
education. Even though she was helping others get loans, she was not aware of any
financial support that she could use to get an education. She signed up to join the
military. She was discharged from the military soon thereafter for medical reasons.
Katie was a single mother ready for change. And while she wanted to go back to
college, she did not know how. It was at this point that Will, a friend who she had met
through work, began to mentor her. She applied to a four-year state university but was
denied admission because of a lack of preparation in mathematics. Will was able to help
Katie get admitted to community college and was also very instrumental in encouraging
her to pursue the opportunity to transfer to Bucknell when the opportunity was presented.
So Katie attended the summer program at Bucknell in 2009 and was invited to
attend the school in the fall of 2010. Her success in education and ability to build her own
life ever since she decided to get her GED has helped her parents gain confidence in the
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education system. They are now more inclined to help her younger siblings with their
education.
Katie‟s experiences in life played a big part in how she views social mobility
today. From being a high school drop-out with little expectations to an aspiring doctor
who wanted to go to medical school and pursuing a four-year degree in Psychology at
Bucknell, Katie has had her share of challenges and opportunities in life. So when she is
asked about how she views social mobility in the US, she says:
“I think that the upper class runs things. And as far as social mobility goes, the
American dream that everybody sold in elementary school really isn‟t true. I
think that you need some help along the way and unless somebody actually
reaches out and takes your hand says come with me I will help you. You are not
going to get to the top. As far as social structure I think is that you destine to be
where your parents were unless somebody takes the time or cares enough to help
you to rise above that. I don‟t think, I think it is possible to do on your own.”
(Katie, personal communication, February 27, 2011)
For Katie it is clear that just trying your best is not good enough. She emphasizes
the need to know the right people and recognizes the presence of a glass ceiling that
prevents many from moving up. “I think the odds are stacked against them (low-income
individuals). But I do think hard work goes a long way. But I don‟t think it goes as far
as one would like to believe it goes” (Katie, personal communication, February 27,
2011).
You can improve your life with hard work, says Katie, but you will not be able to
overcome class boundaries through it. Acquiring education plays a big part in being
successful, but the guidance you receive outside of class is crucial.
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“I got here based on hard work. But I had guidance or I would not have gotten
here. So, I can‟t say I got here by myself because if I wouldn‟t have had the
guidance, I would still be working somewhere… I am not here all on my own
either because I can‟t afford the tuition here. I worked hard to be here. But I
didn‟t get here based just on hard work. Somebody cared enough to help people
like me.”
(Katie, personal communication, February 27, 2011)
Moving up the socioeconomic ladder needs more than just hard work. Katie
compares working harder with working smarter. Working class people believe in working
hard to move up in life, but that does not always work. Working smarter is what helps
people gain wealth and achieve upward social mobility. However, Katie does not feel that
the resulting wealth gap is justified. “I think there should be a cap on income honestly. I
think that you should be able to pass down your wealth, but I think that there is a point
where there is enough” (Katie, personal communication, February 27, 2011).
Today, Katie is no longer the girl without aspirations that she was at 16 when she
dropped out of high school. She is not certain if her self-confidence is well-founded, but
for the time being, she remains confident and on track. “I have done things that I didn‟t
think I could do. I feel more in control of where I am going and what I need to do.
Whether that is a mirage or reality, I don‟t know, but that is how I feel. I feel like I am in
control” (Katie, personal communication, February 27, 2011).
Steve
Steve comes from a family where education was not talked about, it was not a
priority, but it was not opposed either. Both of Steve‟s parents finished high school, but
did not study beyond that. His parents divorced when he was only 5. For most of the time
after the divorce he alternated living with his parents and living with his grandparents.
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Steve‟s grandparents, like his parents, were not involved in his education or that of his
two siblings.
While Steve saw the differences between his background and that of his friends at
school, he did not feel that his ability to socialize was affected by these differences. Many
of his friends came from more affluent families. Even though Steve‟s parents did not
have many expectations of him, he wanted to maintain a good reputation among his
friends and their parents who respected his talent and ability to put himself through
school despite coming from a humble background.
One factor that Steve thought helped him make friends in school was that he was
on the football team. Athletes were popular in school regardless of their socioeconomic
backgrounds. Despite his awareness of the power of athletics to transcend social class,
when Steve was in high school he stopped taking advantage of the reduced cost lunch
program because he felt embarrassed to do so, instead he would either skip lunch or pack
his own lunch.
When he was about to graduate from high school, he was refused assistance by
his father in completing financial aid forms. His father wanted him to go to a community
college and focus on his football, but Steve wanted to attend a good four-year college.
Given the lack of support, Steve was left few little aspirations; he did not want to be
anything particular after high school. He thought he might end up becoming a school
teacher or a police officer (Steve, personal communication, February 9, 2011).
To buy some time to find his calling in life and finance his aspirations for higher
education, Steve enrolled in the Marine Corps after finishing high school. He was
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deployed twice in theaters of war before he came back to the United States and used his
GI Bill to start attending community college.
This was great news for Steve. He was a capable student and knew that his ability
to afford college was the only thing standing between him and a bachelor‟s degree. In
fact, when Steve applied to transfer, he was admitted into an Ivy League institution as
well but was not awarded a scholarship that would enable him to attend (Steve, personal
communication, February 18, 2011).
The manner in which Steve was introduced to the program can best be described
as a chance incident. Steve was having a conversation with one of his mentors in
community college and discussing the possibilities for pursuing a four-year degree after
the completion of his associate‟s degree when someone passing by the office overheard
them. The person stepped in and told Steve and his mentor about the opportunity to
transfer to Bucknell. Steve graduated with a perfect GPA from Bucknell and is now
pursuing a law degree in graduate school.
When I asked Steve what he thought about social mobility in contemporary US
society, he responded by saying that „it is a possibility‟. However, Steve said that most
people are comfortable in the social class that they are born into and do not want to move
out of it because they are comfortable in this familiar context. So, for Steve, the lack of
upward social mobility cannot necessarily blamed on external factors, but may in fact be
the result of an unwillingness of individuals to bring about significant change in their
lives.

64

“I do believe that people can certainly move ahead and can get the big jobs and can get
good education.” Steve understands that the matter is not that simple. He sees the
disparities in opportunities available to people at various levels of privilege. “Obviously
basic educational opportunities aren‟t there for the lower classes and often the minority
population… from a very beginning stage of the public school system. How are you ever
going to compete on a standardized test if you don‟t have the scores?” (Steve, personal
communication, February 23, 2011).
“…the American dream… it is self-centered in a way that you kind of want it
easy. Everybody wants an easy life and naturally it is hard work getting there.
And then that way you can pass that (easier life) on to your children. You hear
people say (to their children), „I want to give you what I didn‟t have.‟ It is still
valid. I still agree, but the older I get the more schooling I go into, the more I am
starting to respect and really… not take things for granted…”
(Steve, personal communication, February 23, 2011)
The motivation for achievement is the acquisition of respect, and that comes with
money, status and education. Steve believes that education is the way out for those who
are dissatisfied with their social class. When asked whether he think education is a
catalyst for upward social mobility, he responds, “I agree with that wholeheartedly.
Because first of all a lot of times you are required to have certain degrees and everywhere
you apply, you get grades and what have you. So in that sense, it is absolutely true”
(Steve, personal communication, February 9, 2011).
Another factor responsible for the income and wealth gap between the rich and
the poor is the lack of an understanding among the working class about how to convert
income into wealth. Steve feels that many who work hard and earn a lot of money are
also very liberal in their spending habits and do not save.
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Today, Steve feels confident of his ability to be successful. While he
acknowledges the strong stigma and negative perceptions associated with attending
community college, he is also well aware of the weight that a Bucknell degree carries.
“Bucknell is a good name,” he says. However, he does not feel that he is making the most
of the connections he made while he was attending Bucknell. “I don‟t feel comfortable
calling people I know” (Steve, personal communication, February 23, 2011). This is
something he is hoping to change. As he approaches the end of his graduate school
education, he is gaining a greater appreciation for the role that networking plays in the
building of a successful career.
James
At 38 years of age, James is a member of the Class of 2013 at Bucknell. He was
born outside of the United States and was adopted by a US family. While he grew up
with the recognition that he was different from others around him, he lived a comfortable
life. Both of James‟ parents have college degrees. His mother is a business owner while
his father is a specialized analyst. James and his two siblings were raised with care by his
parents.
While James‟ family lived in what he describes as a „redneck‟ town, the school he
attended was very diverse. He observed many disparities between the students from the
suburbs and those from the inner city areas. James suggests that one could tell the kind of
family students came from by the kind of cars they drove, for example. So he was aware
of his own social class, but never felt that this was something that was holding him back.
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As James prepared to graduate from high school, he was beginning to think about
next steps. His mother suggested that he would be well-suited for culinary school based
on his interests. Since he had no strong inclination of his own, he agreed to his mother‟s
suggestion. Both his parents were supportive of this move and helped research good
schools that James could attend.
Once he was finished with culinary school he started working in the restaurant
industry. He had always had some doubts whether or not his chosen path was the most
suitable for him. However, he worked hard and had a “successful” career. Working long
hours strained his relationships with friends, family, and particularly his spouse. When
his marriage failed, he had the realization that he needed to walk away from his career
and go back to school. He had always wanted to go back but had never had the time.
Many of his colleagues were opposed to his decision and tried to convince him
otherwise, but he stood his ground. In debt and financially struggling after the divorce,
James wanted to pursue his education without having to move away from his family, he
wanted to mend ties with them, and possibly with his wife as well. So attending
community college was the most feasible decision in the circumstances.
James was very intentional about seeking advice and help from faculty and other
mentors at his community college. He was never disappointed by them either. He
developed a strong relationship with the financial aid office that helped him learn about
ways to finance education and opportunities to transfer to other colleges. James knew that
he wanted to go on to get his master‟s degree eventually so the challenges of community
college, while daunting, did not cause any disruptions in his academic career. His
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proactive approach to seeking advice paid off when he successfully qualified for the
summer program at Bucknell and eventually transferred in.
While James has faced challenges in his life, he does not think that he has been
disadvantaged because of his background.
“I don‟t know if it is my background or what it might be, I never saw class as an
issue. Social class I think, now in the modern times more than ever… the
structure and the rigidity of class is not what it used to be… in a positive way.”
(James, personal communication, February 21, 2011)
In his view the social structure and issues surrounding social mobility are too
complex to be addressed by individuals.
“I just feel that it is such a big mechanism that it is very hard for me to imagine
that I can do any kind of sort of good. It is very hard for me to say if I make a
stand and I want to change this because this is wrong, that I can. I don‟t feel that I
can. I believe that there needs to be a much larger… somebody else with much
more resources and personal connection than me.”
(James, personal communication, February 21, 2011)
James finds it challenging at times to deal with his roommate at Bucknell, a
carefree student from an affluent family. While his roommate does not study hard and
chooses to socialize often, James does not hold it against him. “I cannot go and take away
his opportunities. I cannot go and take away his wealth because he does not have it. He is
a product of what his parents provided for him” (James, personal communication,
February 21, 2011).
In his eyes, the Bucknell community is a small-scale model for the world. The
students who enjoy privileges at Bucknell have had parents or grandparents who have
worked hard. “So the majority of the times… they have earned it in my mind. I am not
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bitter about it. And I believe they do deserve it. I am not sure if this is a popular view or
not, but that is my view” (James, personal communication, February 21, 2011).
He reiterates, “I have never faced a situation in my life where I was held back on
my success because I did not come from the right pedigree or stock or family. It may be a
very naïve view, but I do not feel there is a [glass] ceiling… I believe that you have a
potential chance to pierce the invisible veil of that upper class” (James, personal
communication, February 21, 2011).
Even though James believes in the ability of individuals to move up in society if
they work for it, he also acknowledges that this is not always the case.
“I am sure for every successful story, there are countless other stories of those
who didn‟t make it. but to me it is not bad to pursue your dreams and your goals
and your ideas. If at the end it doesn‟t work at least you had the opportunity to test
out what you felt was right.”
(James, personal communication, February 21, 2011)
Those who are not born into privilege have a choice, says James. They can choose
to be content with their position in life or choose to strive to achieve greater things. Some
use their situation „as a constant excuse for why they will never have a chance to
succeed‟, and he does not think this is a justifiable attitude. He does, however, recognize
that knowing the right people is important and the opportunities that education can
provide are limited. “Obviously through education, opportunity occurs, although… I still
believe that a majority of the jobs that people get hired for are through personal
networking connections” (James, personal communication, February 21, 2011).
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But things are looking up, community colleges are playing a part in closing the
income and wealth gap, says James. Speaking of students like himself who have emerged
as successful students at four-year colleges after going to community colleges, he says:
“When one person gets into the boat, it is easier to help others get on the boat.
Because they understand what it is like. When there is nobody on the boat, when
you are the first one to climb on, it takes a lot… the boat could flip, you can be
pushed off, it is a difficult struggle.”
(James, personal communication, February 21, 2011)
So the opportunity to attend Bucknell is a big advantage for him, the Bucknell
degree is what gets him the interview, giving him a chance to sell himself. Before coming
to Bucknell, James does not think he would have had these opportunities. But today he is
confident that he will do well in life.
Jen
Jen is a unique participant in the qualitative study. At 25 years of age, she is the
only student who has gone through the summer program but is still in attendance at her
community college. One of six siblings, Jen has had a very challenging life. Neither of
her parents is educated, they have only completed some high school. She describes her
family as „very non-traditional‟. Her parents were both divorcees and had children from
previous marriages. The youngest of her step-siblings was 17 when Jen was born. Her
parents were never married to each other, and separated when she was only a year and a
half old because her father became an alcoholic. Jen was diagnosed with Tourettes‟s
syndrome and Obsessive Compulsive Disorder when she was in fourth grade. She
struggled a lot in high school and had behavioral issues that led to her suspension. She
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was admitted into an alternative school after spending some time in a juvenile correction
facility.
While Jen lived with her mother for most of her life, she moved in with her father
after having a falling out with her mother around the age of 14. She then moved in with a
boyfriend, although soon after moving in together, they were no longer able to afford the
housing costs and she moved back in with her mother. She began working at a local store,
and there she started seeing students who were going back to college, and seeing her
friends from high school pursue higher education and graduate from college. Seeing the
lives of the youth around her made her reconsider her decisions in life. She did not want
to continue to hold a mindless job and really wanted to go back to school. So she decided
to attend community college.
Jen moved from her job at the retail store to a new one that would allow her to
attend classes at the community college. There were many challenges for Jen as she had
to work longer hours to be able to afford the courses. While she was attending
community college, her father passed away. The resulting turmoil in her already stressful
family life made it difficult for her do well in class. She had no plan for the future but
wanted to continue taking courses at the community college. Jen remained relatively
„undirected‟ until the Bucknell scholarship opportunity was presented to her. She
attended the summer bridge program in 2010 which gave her renewed hope and she was
committed to the pursuit of a four-year degree.

71

Jen really wants to be at a university where there are many resources. She wants
to have academic opportunities such as student research and opportunities to network
with alumni and be able to benefit from on-campus recruitment.
When I asked Jen about her views of social class and mobility in the US society,
she said, “The social class system in America is supposed to be nonexistent… or it‟s not
supposed to be static.” But for the working class, things are not „as cut and dry‟. “A lot of
privileges simply go with money and there is no getting around it” (Jen, personal
communication, February 22, 2011). Jen was able to see the difference in opportunities
available to young students from different socioeconomic background. She grew up in a
low-income neighborhood that is in close proximity to one of the richest counties in the
state.
While Jen is not happy with the way individuals who benefit from welfare income
are viewed, and recognizes that there are significant differences in the opportunities
available to different individuals, she does not think that the American Dream is limited
to the wealthy. She feels that the concentration of power among the rich is what causes a
lot of the problems related to social disparity. “I guess they have their hands in certain
things that they are able to control certain aspects of society” (Jen, personal
communication, February 22, 2011).
Education plays in important role in enabling social mobility among the working
class. If you are not able to get a good education, you do not “learn certain things about
how society works. You do not realize that in a way society is keeping you back…I can‟t
think of any way other than (acquisition of) education to rise up from lower class. You
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need education… you need a high school education even if you want to work at a grocery
store” (Jen, personal communication, February 22, 2011).
In her view a good education is “the beginning… but again, we just voted on
cutting back funding for higher education, and the people who voted are educated. If it
wasn‟t for them having an education they wouldn‟t be in the position they are in today”
(Jen, personal communication, February 22, 2011). Beyond education, she also
recognizes the importance of networking in securing career opportunities.
In her view there is a lot more than can be done to address the issues of disparity,
and the privileged population has to play its role. “I think that people that have more
access to power and wealth could do more to try to help people that are less fortunate
than themselves” (Jen, personal communication, February 22, 2011).
Jen is frustrated with many of the disparities she observes in today‟s society. She
is particularly interested in politics and sees some of the issues related to a lack of social
mobility as stemming from poor or ill-intentioned policy-making. She remains optimistic
that if she is given the opportunity to come to Bucknell, she can turn her own life around.
She does not, however, feel that the bigger picture will change much unless those who
belong to wealthy and powerful families decide to bring about the change.

Qualitative Study: Notable Trends
After reviewing the transcripts for his interviews, Steve wrote to me “I think
things are so complex, especially issues such as the American Dream. If there is
anything you get from my responses, I hope that it is that my answers are inextricably
linked to my experiences” (Steve, personal communication, April 18, 2011). His words
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are a good way to summarize the perceptions of social mobility observed among the
participants of the study. There are some general trends that I would like to note before I
move into an analysis of the findings.
All but one of participants in the study noted that their biological parents were
either divorced, were never married, or that one of them was deceased. Though I did not
focus on this aspect of the family structure, it cannot be ruled out that these family
circumstances can adversely affect the experiences of youth as they relate to social and
academic life.
Another common theme noted in the interviews was the lack of resources in high
school. Some students reported that there very few opportunities for college and career
counseling. Most often students‟ contact with counselors was not in a positive context.
Some noted that these resources did exist but there was no way for the schools to reach
out to all of their students and to help everyone who was struggling. One had to actively
seek assistance.
Most students in the qualitative study took a break after high school before
attending college. Some went on to attend college but dropped out soon thereafter to start
working or to join the Marine Corps. Of the students who did not take a break, one had
been forced to attend community college because his high school counselor failed to
submit required paperwork on time, and another attended trade school.
Community college life did not present many opportunities to build social
connections with fellow students. While participants noted that students at community
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college came from all social backgrounds and walks of life, it was difficult to get to know
people in the largely commuting population. The only meaningful connections
participants made during community college were with faculty and staff. While students
noted the limited resources available at community college, most of them were satisfied
with both the quality of education and the ability to find support if needed. Many of the
students name mentors in community colleges as sources of encouragement and as the
people responsible for their successful transfer to Bucknell.
In general, the perceptions of social mobility as a result of a meritocratic process
are more positive in students who experienced fewer interruptions in their education and
work lives.
Students who worked full-time, returned to community college after realizing that
they would not be able to provide a higher quality of life to their children if they
continued to hold the working class jobs that they were in. They also realized that the
education system was not a miracle solution for socioeconomic promotion to the middle
class, it was an entry point to a hurdles course, the completion of which would provide a
greater opportunity for them to move up.

Qualitative Study: Analysis
In this chapter we have discussed the findings of the quantitative study and
presented the profiles of individuals who were chosen to participate in the qualitative
study. In this section, I would like to consolidate and analyze the observations made in
the profiles above. I have created labels for the different categories of students‟
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perceptions of social mobility in this study, and have added one additional category to
present a comparison with the general student population at Bucknell University.
I have divided this „scale‟ of perceptions into four loosely defined regions:
1.

The Faithful Dreamer

2.

The Cautious Optimist

3.

The Isolated Operator

4.

The Non-Believer

The four are loosely defined categories that can be represented on a „belief in
American Dream‟ and „belief in meritocracy and equal opportunity‟ axes as shown
below.

Figure 2: Perceptions of Social Mobility
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I would like to emphasize the complex and sometimes contradictory nature of
perceptions that many of the study‟s participants shared during their interviews. It would
not be possible to present all these individuals as part of any one category defined here.
The categories represent certain trends in the perception of social mobility, viewed as an
intersection of belief in the American Dream and in meritocracy and the equality of
opportunity. Statements made by the same respondent may at times fall in different
categories, so it is with great caution that I assign individuals an „overall‟ category that
best represents the way in which they perceive social mobility in contemporary US
society.
The Faithful Dreamer
The Faithful Dreamer does not recognize systematic challenges that are faced by
those who are not born into families with privilege. They see the society and its structure
as both fair and justified.
The Faithful Dreamer, as the name suggests, believes that the American Dream is
a reality for everyone. There are no unfair advantages. Those who have more odds
stacked in their favor have worked hard over generations to deserve them, and those who
have odds stacked against them, need to work harder.
This individual is rarely represented in the subjects who participated in this study.
In fact, such individuals seem to be rare on Bucknell‟s campus. The existence of this type
of individual can be derived from the findings of a study conducted by Prof. Abowitz at
Bucknell University (2005, p. 721). While rare, it is noted in this study that some of the
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respondents, particularly students in the Greek organizations at Bucknell tend to prescribe
to this point of view.
The only participant in the study who could be described as a faithful dreamer is
James. His uninterrupted journey to the completion of trade school and successful
employment thereafter have provided James with reason to believe that hard work pays
off and that one can move up the social ladder with the right attitude. In some of his
remarks, Steve too appears to subscribe to this view; however, his remarks are often
immediately followed by qualifying statements and exceptions. For example he
recognizes the absence of equal access to a quality education for children of working
class parents and also emphasizes the need to have connections in order to get ahead in
one‟s career (Steve, personal communication, February 23, 2011).
The Cautious Optimist
The Cautious Optimist has a good understanding of the challenges that
socioeconomically disadvantaged students have to face when going through the education
system. However, they see upward mobility through the education system as a
treacherous but navigable channel.
There are some signs of contradictory ideas and beliefs, but the Cautious Optimist
is able to justify the existence of these by taking complete responsibility of failure or
success. In the words of one Cautious Optimist, the „system is not fraudulent‟ (Richie,
personal communication, February 22, 2011), it is just more accommodating and
conducive to those who possess the right kind of social and cultural capital.
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Alyssa, Richie, and Leo all believe to a great extent in the ability to achieve
upward social mobility. While Alyssa and Leo do not believe in the American Dream as
much as Richie does, they are careful not to blame the „system‟ or the rich for the
growing socioeconomic disparities in today‟s society. All three of them believe in taking
personal responsibility for finding and utilizing opportunities that could allow them to
move up in society. While all of them would agree that this is no easy task, they would
also resonate with Richie‟s statement that the system is „rigged… it is not fraudulent‟
(Richie, personal communication, February 22, 2011).
The Isolated Operator
The Isolated Operator understands that there are prevalent trends in society that
obstruct the social mobility of qualified individuals. However, this individual does not
see the value of expending any significant amount of energy in trying to address these
issues, or to recognize them as faults in the system. It may be said that this individual
prefers to live in a bubble and do well in their individual context and not actively seek
awareness or enlightenments about the issues of inequality in society.
While the Cautious Optimists take personal responsibility for the failure of
working class individuals to move up in society, the Isolated Operators do not seek to
make such generalizations. Instead, they choose to make the most of the opportunities
that they have been afforded. Brian, James, and Steve all talk about themselves as being
incapable of taking a stand or bringing about any system-wide changes. They see the
setup of society as complicated and big, and themselves ill-equipped to challenge it.
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Although the Isolated Operators in the study do not call the system or society
unfair, they also do not want to call it fair. This can be observed in Brian‟s statement
below:
“Like I mentioned before, I feel like life is not fair. It sucks, but you can‟t choose
where you were born and where you grow up. It‟s the way it is. You just got to
make… the best of what you have. Going around angry… or be(ing) upset about
something like that is not going to do any good.”
(Bian, personal communication, February 22, 2011)
The Non-Believer
The Non-Believer sees the opportunity to acquire education at an elite institution
as a rare combination of chance and well-informed decision-making. The opportunity is
seen as a way for the individual to break some of the molds that they had been shaped by
since birth. However, the opportunity is not seen as a trend which will shift the
distribution of privileges across different section of society or increase fairness so much
as an example of individual luck. The opportunity, and others like it may not even
succeed to stem the tide of the increasing income and wealth gaps, but it is an opportunity
for the individual to capitalize on nonetheless.
Interestingly, four of the five women who participated in the study appear to align
themselves to this description. None of the men appear to do the same. However, I did
not investigate the possible relationship between gender and perceptions of social
mobility, I mention it here merely as an observation.
Shelby, Rosanna, Katie, and Jen not only believe the odds are stacked against the
working class, but that the rich and privileged population plays an important role as well.
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This role varies from an active effort to create hurdles for the poor through ill-intentioned
policies, to the use of existing privileges to ensure the perpetuation of the same. While
these women are cautious in making any generalization about the former role, their
agreement with the latter is unanimous.

Summary
The findings of the study indicate that community college transfer students at
Bucknell have very complex, highly nuanced perceptions of social mobility. Participants‟
backgrounds and life experiences are the source of a wide array of viewpoints. While it is
difficult to draw widely-applicable general conclusions, some themes can be recognized
among these students.
Students, who experienced multiple unexpected turning points in their lives and
attended community college after having stepped from higher education initially,
generally had an appreciation for both the challenges and opportunities that contemporary
US society presents the working class with. These students cautiously agree with the
American Dream and the achievement ideology or the concept of meritocracy.
Personality traits (possibly developed as a result of personal experiences) separate
the cautious optimists from the non-believers. While both tend to have complex, and
often conflicting views of social mobility, the former articulate a strong sense of personal
agency and control over their own life. The latter see the transfer initiative as a rare
opportunity, often introduced to them by chance.
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Meanwhile, students who have had no interruptions or experienced few
unexpected turning points in their lives tend to not want to expend their energies on
worrying about the issue of social mobility. They have a tendency to agree with the
American Dream and the achievement ideology as well as recognize some of the “faults”
of society. They choose not to concern themselves with these issues, and prefer to focus
on their own lives in order to make the most of the opportunities that they have.
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CHAPTER 5: IMP LICATI ONS FOR STUDENT AFFAIRS P RACTICE
A thorough understanding of the perceptions of social mobility held by
community college transfer students leads a better understanding of the expectations
these students have of a college education. The effects of social class on academic
achievement have been studied by many scholars over the years. This study goes beyond
using academic achievement as a measure of success. In this study, the perceptions of
social mobility held by students are used to develop a system for understanding the role
that higher education at an elite school can play in facilitating upward social mobility.
The overwhelming response to my request for participation in the survey and
invitation to interview is an indication of how keen the community college scholars are
on sharing their experiences and strengthening the program for others like themselves. As
individuals who have more life experiences than many of their peers, and sometimes even
more than the staff that they work with, the community college transfer students need to
be made a part of efforts to integrate them into the student population. It is my hope that
this study will provide the foundation for such efforts to be built upon.
This chapter discusses some of the implications that the findings presented in
chapter 4 hold for student affairs practitioners. For individuals and institutions committed
to the success of students from all backgrounds, the problems faced by students from
low-income families that transfer in from community colleges, despite the presence of
programs like the transfer initiative explored here, are very alarming. I have organized
the discussion of the implications of the study around the five barriers to success that are
experienced by community college students who are transferring to elite institutions.
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To help guide student affairs practitioners I have also presented some strategies
presented in existing literature that can be adopted by colleges and universities to help
students succeed, inside and outside the classroom.

Breaking Barriers
Academic Barriers
While many participants reported that they initially struggled with the workload
in their classes, most were able to overcome these turbulent beginnings. Of the students
who transferred to Bucknell, most achieved GPAs of 3.00 and above, and almost half of
them achieved GPAs of 3.50 or above. These numbers are an indication that the academic
support available to students transferring in is adequate. Participants who attended the
summer bridge program felt that they were very well-prepared for the academic transition
to Bucknell.
It should be noted that some of the participants in the study expressed their
dissatisfaction with the quality of intellectual exchange that they were able to have with
their peers. They found conversations with faculty more engaging and intellectually
stimulating. This feeling of being disconnected from the rest of the student body can be
seen as a social barrier as well. It can also lead transfer students to perceive their
education as a mere credential, as is indicated in the conversation I had with Richie and
Shelby, both of whom gave up professions that yielded good financial rewards but did
not lend themselves to upward social mobility. These feelings are an indication that while
the opportunity to attend Bucknell is coveted, it is not necessarily seen in educational
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terms only. It is often seen as a tool that would enable low-income students to survive
and succeed in a system in which documented credentials play a big part.
I must note here that almost all students surveyed or interviewed credit their
professors for instilling a sense of self-belief and confidence in them. Similarly,
participants hold in high esteem their mentors from community college and those at
Bucknell. Even though the students perform well academically in most cases, they are not
happy with the level of awareness that their academic advisers‟ understanding of their
educational background and future goals. This is an area that student affairs practitioners
should focus on when strengthening the support network for future generations of transfer
students. Faculty partners who have worked closely with student affair practitioners in
planning the initiative and have served as mentors can play an important role in this
regard.
Social Barriers
While most students reported being extremely satisfied with the support services
available at Bucknell, many reported that they either do not socialize much outside of
their classes, or that their social circle is limited to other community college transfer
students and non-traditional students. This research has reinforced the idea that
possession of the right type of social and cultural capital is essential for students from
low-income backgrounds to be able to utilize the offerings of an elite institution beyond
academics, and to convert the opportunity into upward social mobility. So it is important
that the transfer students not be isolated from traditional students during college
experience.
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Creating opportunities for transfer students to learn and practice social behavior
that facilitates building relationships with the dominant population at the host school is
necessary to accomplish this. Adopting the perspective of the target population will help
student affairs practitioners accomplish such a goal without being disrespectful. Given
the level of maturity exhibited by the transfer students, it may be advisable to give them a
significant role in the planning of such an initiative.
Informational and Complexity Barriers
Participants were mostly satisfied with the articulation agreements in place for the
evaluation of their academic work in community college. However, the few that were not
satisfied expressed their frustration at not being able to find the relevant information in
time for them to make informed decisions about their academic choices.
While a transfer student orientation is currently available to the students coming
from community colleges, this orientation is not specifically designed with this
population in mind. Transfer students from other four-year institutions that are similar to
Bucknell, or with family background that are more compatible with this environment do
not face the same problems as low-income community college scholars do.
Efforts to address this problem should focus on connecting low-income students
who enter Bucknell as first-year students with the community college transfers. Sharing
the lessons learned by other low-income students at Bucknell during their first- and
sophomore years could alleviate some of the problems reported by students.
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Financial Barriers
Alleviating participants‟ concerns regarding the financial barriers to successful,
sustainable transfer is perhaps the most challenging of all problems discussed here.
Students who successfully transfer to Bucknell are given a full scholarship. However, for
students who are accustomed to working full-time and, in some cases, contributing
financially to their families, this is still a less-than-ideal situation.
Creating an option to pursue a bachelor‟s degree part-time is one solution to this
problem that has been proposed by practitioners. However, such a solution faces stiff
resistance from elite schools like Bucknell.
Another way to address this issue would be to introduce students to on-campus
employment opportunities during the summer bridge program or as part of their transfer
orientation.

Strategies
Student affairs professionals should use the findings summarized here, and the
findings of the research work and literature that this study cites to help demystify the
college experience and dispel some of the misconceptions about college, and to assist
first-generation and low-income students in their integration into the college community.
Students in the target population should also be encouraged to participate in intervention
programs that promote social and academic integration into the college community.
Recruitment officials should play their part by conducting programming that
educates first-generation students as well as their parents about the expectations that
colleges have about students‟ academic characteristics. Such sessions, with the
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participation of faculty, administrators, and peers, help validate the students and provide
them with the push that is needed for them to strive to realize their own intellectual
potential. An effort should be made through these sessions to match students with the
colleges and universities that will serve them best. It has been noted that first-generation
students, just to prove that they are capable, are likely to attempt to attend institutions for
which they are not academically prepared (Reay, David, & Ball, 2005).
Interest groups for first-generation students or non-traditional students in general
can be introduced to college campuses to help alleviate some of the social integration
challenges. These groups can play a social as well as academic role by developing a set
of knowledge and skills that are informed by other students‟ experiences.
Orientation programs should include particular events and sessions that address
the needs of first-generation students in particular and non-traditional students in general.
In order to focus on the issues that are pertinent to the transition to college for these
students, these orientation sessions can be combined with the transfer students‟
orientation program, allowing colleges to reduce their operational costs and enabling
more efficient use of college personnel‟s‟ time (Townsend & Wilson, 2008-2009).
Internal Strategies
Dowd and Gabbard provide a set of suggestions for ways in which students,
administrators, and faculty at selective institutions can reduce barriers at the various
stages of the pathway to a four-year degree at their institutions (2009).
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1. Adopt the perspective of the target population of students in the offices of
recruitment, admissions, financial aid, as well as on planning committees by
including input concerned students, as well as other champions for the cause.
2. Support programs and people that create trusting community environments and
provide “extra mile advising” to transfer students.
3. Distribute institutional aid in equal amounts in the financial aid awards of transfer
and native four-year students through endowed scholarships dedicated to transfer
students.
4. Publicize the awarding of these scholarships and the award winners‟
achievements. This will enhance the cultural and informational aspects of this
financial commitment.
5. Direct institutional research resources to collect data, evaluate programs, and
assess the participation in and academic performance of pathway programs. Use
the findings from these research efforts to inform decisions to allocate appropriate
resources intended to expand access to socioeconomically disadvantaged students.
Some of these recommendations are also supported by other scholars. McPherson
and Schapiro, for example, also suggest that in some cases it helps to dress-up need-based
aid as merit-based aid to make it more appealing, especially to students who traditionally
look down upon financial aid grants (2006).
Another strategy that can attract community college transfer students and help
them persist at selective institutions is the option for them to enroll as part-time students.
While the implementation of such a strategy may face stiff resistance from most selective
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institutions, it provides the institutions with a unique opportunity to demonstrate their
strong commitment to meet the needs of students from non-traditional backgrounds. This
will also make the institution a more attractive option for students in the target population
as the institution becomes known for its commitment to ensuring their success (Handel S.
J., 2009). Such a move would allow many of the students who have families to support to
go to a good college without having to make major financial sacrifices.
External Strategies
There are two main external strategies that are emphasized in the literature
studied. The first is the implementation of an information and outreach strategy. The
purpose of this would be to educate students about the various aspects of financial aid.
The information relayed would be presented with the target population in mind,
emphasizing, for example, the need to moderate the number of hours they work in order
to avoid negatively impacting their academic performance, as well as improving their
financial aid eligibility, and hence improving their persistence to completion of their
four-year degrees (The Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance, 2008).
The second external strategy, broadly defined, aims to create collaborative partnerships
with community colleges so that they can serve as low-cost entry points for nontraditional students who are planning to continue their education at four-year institutions.
By streamlining advising and counseling efforts, the institutions can encourage talented
students to consider transferring to the partnering elite four-year institution (Farnsworth,
2005; Dowd & Gabbard, 2006). This is the approach that has been taken by Bucknell and
seven other institutions with support from the Jack Kent Cooke Foundation.
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Final Thoughts
While participants‟ perspective of social mobility showed mixed trends with a
generally cautious approach to having high expectations from the program, there is a lot
that can be done by student affairs practitioners to create meaningful and sustainable
changes that provide community college transfer students with the resources and
connections that are crucial to their success outside of the class room.
Since the study was conducted over a short period of time, it fails to recognize
many of the perspectives that would emerge as students graduate and begin working, or
start working again, in different fields and different positions.
While a conscious effort was made to invite participants who had chosen not to
attend Bucknell despite having been offered admission and a scholarship, none of these
participants volunteered to participate in the qualitative study. Hence, there is a
significant omission of their perspectives in this study – perspectives that would certainly
highlight issues that were not faced at all or faced to the same degree by the participants
who were able to accept the offer.
When I started this study, it was my hope to be able to relate my findings with the
findings of the report generated by a group of researchers at Brandeis that studied
outcomes of the four-year pilot transfer initiative at all of the eight participating
institutions, that study was not completed on time and was therefore not available for my
use.
I intend to continue working with the participants of this study in the coming
years to refine the ideas presented here and to provide a long-term context for the
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evaluation of the CCTI. A longitudinal study would allow the capturing of matured
perspectives of social mobility developed by students after having spent more time in the
real world once they have completed their educational pursuits at Bucknell and beyond.
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Perception of Social Mobility in Community College Scholars at Bu
Dear Scholar,
Please take a few minutes to complete this initial survey for the above named research
project. Your input is very valuable for a better understanding of the perception of social
mobility in community college transfer students. Completing this survey should take no
more than 10 minutes of your time.
If you wish to participate in the qualitative (interview-based) study that will follow this
phase, please indicate this preference at the end of this survey.
Thank you! I will be sure to share my findings with you when I have concluded my study.
Sincerely,

Informed Consent
Project Name:
Perception of Social Mobility in CCTI Scholars at Bucknell
Purpose of the research:
The purpose of the proposed study is to determine students’ perceptions and experiences of
the efficacy of bridge programs that facilitate transfer of students from two-year community
colleges to elite, four-year institutions in supporting students’ upward social mobility. The
study will focus on the Jack Kent Cooke Foundation’s (JKCF) Community College Transfer
Initiative (CCTI) at Bucknell. In particular, the study will seek to answer the question: Do
students in bridge programs find their participation in such programs helpful in enhancing
their social mobility? It is hypothesized that the CCTI and other bridge programs do facilitate
upward social mobility when implemented with sufficient financial and student support from
host institutions. The study will examine this hypothesis by preparing case studies on the
perceptions and experiences of community college transfer students and comparing the
findings therein with claims made by contemporary researchers.
General plan of the research:
A mixed-methods approach will be used for this study. A quantitative study will be conducted
to examine trends in academic performance, graduation rates, and post-graduation life
choices. These trends are noted by studies sponsored by the JKCF, including a report
scheduled to be released in January 2011 by researchers at Brandeis University. A qualitative
study will then be conducted to gain a more nuanced understanding of students’ perceptions
of the link between their college matriculation and social mobility.
Estimated duration of the research:
The estimated duration of the project is four months (until April, 2011). During this time
subjects are expected to spend no more than six hours of their time for interviews with the
principal investigator.
Estimated total number of subjects:
The population size for the quantitative data collected by the research group at Brandeis
University is approximately 1100. The population size at Bucknell is approximately 150. Only
10 subjects will be chosen for the qualitative study.
The subject is encouraged to ask any questions at any time about the study and its
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procedures, or his/her rights as a subject.
The investigator's name, address, telephone number and e-mail address are included below
so that the subject may ask questions and report any study-related problems. The
investigators will do everything possible to prevent or reduce discomfort and risk, but it is not
possible to predict everything that might occur. If a participant has unexpected discomfort or
thinks something unusual or unexpected is occurring s/he should contact the IRB Chair.
Principal Investigator:
Nadir Sharif
Phone: 570-478-0786
E-mail: nsharif@bucknell.edu
IRB Chair:
Abe Feuerstein
Phone: 570-577-3293
E-mail: afeurstn@bucknell.edu
Subject participation is voluntary. Anyone who agrees to participate in this research may
change his/her mind at any time. Subjects may refuse to answer any questions and/or
withdraw from the study at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which they are
otherwise entitled.
Benefits of this research:
The research study and its findings will enhance the understanding of the experiences of
scholars transferring from community colleges to continue their education at elite four-year
institutions. It will provide valuable feedback to improve such programs in the future.
Privacy and Confidentiality:
The information in the study records will be kept confidential. Data will be stored securely and
will be made available only to persons conducting the study unless the subject specifically
gives permission, in writing, to do otherwise. No reference will be made in oral or written
reports which would link the subject to the study.
Collection, Use, and Storage of Information:
All data will be stored on private digital storage media and backed up through online servers
that use encryption. Access to the data will require authentication by the principal investigator.
A personal computer will be used to record the interviews. Only audio recording will be used
for the interviews. All original data collected for the purposes of this study will be destroyed
once the study is complete and the final version of its findings have been published.
Anonymous transcripts from interviews conducted for the case studies may be kept for record
until the research is completed.
Compensation and Withdrawal from the Study:
The participants of the study will not be offered any benefits. Participants selected to
participate in the qualitative study will be expected to commit no more than six hours to
interviews with the principal investigator. If a participant chooses to withdraw from the study
before all required interviews are completed, all qualitative data contributed by the participant
will be removed from the study.
By signing below, I affirm that I am at least 18 years of age or older and that I have read and
understood the information provided above.

Please type your full name in the box below to indicate that you have read and
understood the above informed consent statement. *

Page 2
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Continue to next page
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Background Information

Independent Student
An "independent student" is defined as someone who meets at least one of the following
criteria:
• Is 24 years old or older
• Is married/divorced/separated/widowed
• Has a child

Do you qualify as an independent student as defined above? *
Yes
No

Please select the community college that you attended. *
Community College of Philadelphia (CCP)
Garrett College (GC)
Harrisburg Area Community College (HACC)
Lehigh Carbon Community College (LCCC)
Montgomery Community College (MCCC)
Other

Please specify your year of birth: *

Please select your gender: *
Female
Male
Other

How many siblings do you have? *
How many siblings do you have, excluding yourself.

100
None.
One
Two
Three
Four
Five
Six or more.

Please select your marital status. *
Single (never married)
Married
Divorced
Widowed
Unmarried Partners

Are you a parent? *
Yes
No

Are you Hispanic or Latino? *
Yes
No

What race(s) do you identify yourself as?
Please select all that apply.
Arabic/Middle Eastern
Asian/Pacific Islander
Black/African-American
Native American Indian
White/Caucasian

What is your country of citizenship? *
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What is your country of birth? *

What is your country of permanent residence? *

After page 2

Page 3

Parental Information

Please select your mother's marital status. *
Single (never married)
Married
Divorced
Widowed
Unmarried Partners

Please select your mother's highest level of education. *
Less than High School
High School
Some College of Associate's Degree
Bachelor's Degree
Master's Degree or Higher

Please select your mother's current employment status. *
Unemployed
Employed Part-Time
Employed Full-Time
Self-Employed
Other

Continue to next page
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Please state your mother's current or last occupation.

Please select your father's marital status. *
Single (never married)
Married
Divorced
Widowed
Unmarried Partners

Please select your father's highest level of education. *
Less than High School
High School
Some College of Associate's Degree
Bachelor's Degree
Master's Degree or Higher

Please select your father's current employment status. *
Unemployed
Employed Part-Time
Employed Full-Time
Self-Employed
Other

Please state your father's current or last occupation.

Are both of your parents living? *
Yes, both my parents are living.
No, my mother is deceased.
No, my father is deceased.

103
No, both my parents are deceased.

What is your family's/parents' income? *
$10,000 - $20,000
$20,000 - $30,000
$30,000 - $40,000
$40,000 - $50,000
$50,000 - $60,000
$60,000 or more

After page 3
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Academic Information

What was the cumulative GPA you achieved in high school? *
0.00 - 1.00
1.00 - 2.00
2.00 - 3.00
3.00 - 3.50
3.50 - 4.00

Did you participate in an honors program in high school? *
Yes
No

If you took a break from schooling after high school, how long did you take off? *
N/A - Did not take a break
Less than a year
1 - 2 years
More than 2 years

What was the cumulative GPA you achieved in community college? *
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0.00 - 1.00
1.00 - 2.00
2.00 - 3.00
3.00 - 3.50
3.50 - 4.00

Did you participate in an honors program in community college? *
Yes
No

Please specify the number of courses you successfully completed in community
college: *

What was your major/area of concentration in community college? *

If you took a break from schooling after community college, how long did you take off?
*
N/A - Did not take a break
Less than a year
1 - 2 years
More than 2 years

What was the cumulative GPA you achieved in the Bucknell Community College
Scholars Program? *
0.00 - 1.00
1.00 - 2.00
2.00 - 3.00
3.00 - 3.50
3.50 - 4.00
N/A - Did not attend summer program.
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What is/was your intended (or actual) area of study in Bucknell University? *

Did you transfer to Bucknell University or another four-year college after community
college? *
Yes - to Bucknell
Yes - to another college
No
Not Applicable

If you are currently enrolled or were enrolled as a full-time student at Bucknell
University, what is your class year?
Class of 2007
Class of 2008
Class of 2009
Class of 2010
Class of 2011
Class of 2012
Class of 2013
Class of 2014

If you did transfer to Bucknell University, what college year were you classified as
upon enrollment?
1st Semester Sophomore
2nd Semester Sophomore
1st Semester Junior
2nd Semester Junior
Other

If you enrolled as a full-time student at Bucknell, what is/was your cumulative GPA?
0.00 - 1.00
1.00 - 2.00
2.00 - 3.00
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3.00 - 3.50
3.50 - 4.00

After page 4
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Financial Information

How many hours on average did you work while enrolled in community college? *
0 - 20 Hours
20 - 40 Hours
40 - 60 Hours
60 - 80 Hours
More than 80 Hours

How many hours on average do you/did you work while enrolled in four-year college?
This question is optional.
0 - 20 Hours
20 - 40 Hours
40 - 60 Hours
60 - 80 Hours
More than 80 Hours

How has your financial contribution to your family changed compared to when you
were enrolled in community college? *
Select '3' if you never contributed financially to your family or if your contribution did not
change.
1

2

3

4

5

Decreased a lot

Increased a lot

If you are no longer a student, what is your employment status?
This question is optional. If you are a student do not respond to this question.
Unemployed - seeking employment.
Unemployed - not seeking employment.
Employed part-time.
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Employed full-time.

Do you rent or own your residence? *
Own
Rent
University Residence
Other:

Did you ever enroll in the US Armed Forces with tuition benefits being the main
motive? *
Yes
No
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The Academic Journey

The application process for admission into community college was very complex. *
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

The application process for financial aid in community college was very complex. *
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

I had a very good understanding of what coursework I needed to complete to graduate
from community college. *
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1
Strongly Disagree

2

3

4

5
Strongly Agree
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I have a very good understanding of which courses from community college can be
transferred to four-year college to fulfill which requirements. *
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

I think my community college work was evaluated fairly and I received due credit at my
four-year institution.
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above. This question
is optional.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

I am satisfied with the quality of guidance/counseling available to me in high school
regarding college and career options. *
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

I am satisfied with the information that was available to me when deciding whether or
not to attend *community college*. *
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

My parents were well informed about my options for attaining higher education beyond
high school. *
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

My parents were well informed about my options for getting financial support for
education beyond high school. *
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1

2

3

4

5
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Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

I am satisfied with the quality of guidance/counseling available to me in community
college. *
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

I am satisfied with the information that was available to me when deciding whether or
not to attend *four-year college*.
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

I am satisfied with the quality of support available to me while enrolled at
Bucknell/other four-year college.
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above. This question
is optional.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree
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Your Social Life in College
This section is only intended for those scholars who enrolled as full-time students at Bucknell.

I spend/t more time socializing outside of class in Bucknell than I did in my community
college.
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above. This question
is optional.
1
Strongly Disagree

2

3

4

5
Strongly Agree

I am/was more involved in student organization, clubs, and sports at Bucknell than in
my community college.
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above. This question
is optional.
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1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

My social life outside of class revolves/d primarily around other transfer students or
non-traditional students.
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above. This question
is optional.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

My acquisition of higher education has distanced me from my family. *
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

After page 7
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Perception of Social Mobility

Anyone can get ahead in America if they are just willing to work hard and “pay their
dues.” *
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

If I graduate and get the degree, I Will get the job I desire. *
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

This country has equal opportunities for everyone regardless of race, religion, and
whether they are from wealthy or poor families. *
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1

2

3

4

5
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Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

Obtaining my professional goals will depend more on “who I know” than “what I
know.” *
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

My professors have/had confidence in me and encourage/d me to succeed. *
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1

2

3

4

5

Strongly Disagree

Strongly Agree

I hang out mostly with people who are like me in terms of social class background and
values connected to this upbringing. *
Please select to what degree you agree or disagree with the statement above.
1
Strongly Disagree

Page 9

2

3

4

5
Strongly Agree
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Thank you! Please consider participating in the qualitative study!
I cannot thank you enough for taking part in this initial phase of my investigation. I encourage
you to volunteer to be interviewed for the second phase of this investigation.
If you are chosen for the interviews (candidates will be selected randomly), you will be
interviewed 3 times, and each interview will last less than one hour.
Your input in this study is very valuable, and I thank you for the time and energy you have
committed and are willing to commit in the future.
Sincerely,
Nadir Sharif
Bucknell University
nsharif@bcuknell.edu
570-478-0786
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If you would like to volunteer to be interviewed, please provide the
information below.
Complete confidentiality will be maintained throughout the project. None other than myself will
be made aware of your participation in any part of this study!

Name

E-mail Address

Telephone Number

Other Contact
Skype, Yahoo, MSN, Google Talk - Any digital means are acceptable.
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APPENDIX II
Interview Protocol – Stage One
Hello. Thank you for agreeing to talk to me today. As you are aware, we are meeting as
part of a research project that I have undertaken. The aim of this project is to explore the
perception of social mobility amongst participants in the Community College Transfer
Initiative introduced at eight elite four-year colleges across the nation by the Jack Kent
Cooke Foundation. Ten scholars have been chosen from amongst those who attended
Bucknell as part of this program. You are one of the students selected randomly. I want to
remind you that your identity is completely confidential, so I am truly seeking your
honest views. All of your responses will be kept strictly confidential and no identifying
information will be shared with anyone.
This interview is the first in a series of three, each of which should take no longer than 1
hour and 30 minutes.
To begin, I would like to ask you some questions about your family background.
Can you tell me a little about your family, how many siblings you have, how old are they,
and what do they do?
Can you describe your father's educational background and his work life?
Can you describe your mother's educational background and her work life?
Other than your parents and siblings, who else in your family has played a significant role
in your life so far? Can you describe the role that this person played and how important
you think s/he was in shaping your life?
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Now, I would like to ask you some specific questions regarding your parents' role in
your childhood years.
Can you describe your family members' role in your education pursuits?
How involved were your parents in your school life?
Did your parents talk to you about your future goals? Shared their expectations of you
with you?
How do you think your parents' socioeconomic status affected your educational pursuits?
If someone had asked you in junior year of high school where you saw yourself ten years
from then, how would you have responded?
Let us talk a little about your social life outside of school now.
Who did you spend most of your time outside of school with?
What was your circle of friends like?

What were some of the activities that you and your friends took part in outside of school?
General probe questions:
Please tell me more about the role of _____ (individual) in ____ (decision/scenario).
Thank you so much once again for talking with me today. I am looking forward to
continuing our conversation on (date/time for second interview). If you have any
questions or concerns in the mean time please feel free to contact me - I would be happy
to talk to you!
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Interview Protocol – Stage Two
Hello. Thank you for taking out the time once again to continue speaking with me
regarding your experience as a participant in the Community College Transfer Initiative.
This interview is the second in a series of three, and should take no longer than 1 hour
and 30 minutes.
Today I would like to focus on your experiences while you were enrolled in the
community college.
To begin, let us talk about how you came to attend the community college.
What do you think were the biggest factors influencing your decision to attend?
Were there other factors that you considered problematic in your plan to attend
community college? Can you please describe them.
Were there individuals who were particularly supportive of your choice to attend, or
others who were opposed to it? How did you negotiation with these people?
Can you describe the procedure you had to follow to apply to community college, starting
with getting information about programs to actually enrolling for classes the first
semester?

Now, let us talk about your journey through community college. Please feel free to
add information that you think is important for me to have knowledge of to fully
appreciate your journey.
If someone had asked you where you saw yourself ten years from then, how would you
have responded when you initially enrolled in the community college?
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What were some of the biggest obstacles that you faced in community college?
Did you stop-out at any point, or consider stopping or dropping out? Describe these
situations and the factors that influenced your final decision to return/continue to be
enrolled.
Do you think you had the guidance you needed to do well community college? From
faculty/staff mentors, from peers, from others?
What resources did you find most helpful during your time in community college?
Let us talk a little about your life outside of school now.
Who did you spend most of your time outside of school with?
What was your circle of friends like? What was the perception of a college education in
this circle?
What were some of the activities that you and your friends took part in outside of school?
What, if any, job did you hold while in college? Did you rely on this income to pay for
community college and/or support family?
Describe the economic pressures that necessitated your having a job, or dictated how long
you had to work.
General probe questions:
Please tell me more about the role of _____ (individual) in ____ (decision/scenario).
How did this (scenario/person) encourage or discourage you from continuing on to fouryear college.
Describe the role of (a person who was a source of guidance for you) during your time in
community college.
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Did you feel less fortunate than your counterparts at four-year institutions when you were
enrolled in community college? If so, why?

Thank you so much once again for talking with me today. I am looking forward to
continuing our conversation on (date/time for second interview). If you have any
questions or concerns in the mean time please feel free to contact me - I would be happy
to talk to you!
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Interview Protocol – Stage Three
Hello. Thank you for taking out the time once again to continue speaking with me
regarding your experience as a participant in the Community College Transfer Initiative.
This interview is the third and final interview. It should take no longer than 1 hour and 30
minutes.
Today I would like to focus on your experiences through various stages in the
Community College Transfer Initiative.
To begin, let us talk about how you came to attend the learn about and attend the
summer program.
When did you first hear about the CCTI? Who/where did you hear about it from? What
were your first thoughts?
What factors did you consider when deciding to apply to be a part of the initiative?
Which factors were encouragers?
Which factors were discouragers?
Did you consider this opportunity as a way to move up the ladder? If so, describe
what you hoped to get out of the program.
Describe the process through you which you applied to be considered for a space in the
program.
Did you have enough information? Was the process clearly explained to, and
understood by you?
Did you feel prepared to take part in the process?
How did you react when you were invited to participate in the program?
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Now, let us talk about your journey through college. Please feel free to add
information that you think is important for me to have knowledge of to fully
appreciate your experience.
If someone had asked you where you saw yourself ten years from then, how would you
have responded when you were offered admission to the summer program?
What were some of the biggest obstacles that you faced in transferring to Bucknell?
Academic, Social challenges - please describe.
External factors that influences your ability to do well.
Did you stop-out at any point, or consider stopping or dropping out? Describe these
situations and the factors that influenced your final decision to return/continue to be
enrolled.
Do you think you had the guidance you needed to do well college? From faculty/staff
mentors, from peers, from others?

What resources did you find most helpful during your time in college?
Let us talk a little about your life outside of class now.
Who did you spend most of your time outside of class with?
What was your circle of friends like? What was the perception of a college
education in this circle?
Traditional students vs. Non-traditional students.
What were some of the activities that you and your friends took part in outside of class?
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Did you feel less prepared for in-class tutoring in college than your peers who were
natives at Bucknell?
Did you have to seek extra help outside of class?
What did you need help with most? Did you find this help?
What, if any, job did you hold while in college? Did you rely on this income to pay for
community college and/or support family?
If you had to give up a job to come to Bucknell, how did this influence you? Your
family?
Describe the economic pressures that necessitated your having a job, or dictated
how long you had to work. (Considering all applicants are offered full tuition and
coverage for room and board).

As you are looking forward, what resources are available to you at Bucknell that you
think are/will be helpful?
Do you think these resources are capable of meeting your specific needs?
And finally, having made the decisions that you have made, where do you see yourself
ten years from now?
Do you think that your degree will be as valuable to you as it will be to those who
were 'native students' at Bucknell?
General probe questions:
Please tell me more about the role of _____ (individual/factors) in ____
(decision/scenario).
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How did this (scenario/person) encourage or discourage you from staying enrolled in
college.
Describe the role of (a person who was a source of guidance for you) during your time at
Bucknell.
Did you feel less fortunate than others who started at four-year institutions?
Thank you so much once again for talking with me today. I have thoroughly enjoyed
learning about your journey through higher education. I will share my findings with you
when I have completed my study. If you have any questions or concerns in the mean time
please feel free to contact me - I would be happy to talk to you!
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56

responses

Summary See complete responses
Informed Consent
Project Name: Perception of Social Mobility in CCTI Scholars at BucknellPurpose of the
research: The purpose of the proposed study is to determine students’ perceptions and
experiences of the efficacy of bridge programs that facilitate transfer of students from two-year
community colleges to elite, four-year institutions in supporting students’ upward social
mobility. The study will focus on the Jack Kent Cooke Foundation’s (JKCF) Community
College Transfer Initiative (CCTI) at Bucknell. In particular, the study will seek to answer the
question: Do students in bridge programs find their participation in such programs helpful in
enhancing their social mobility? It is hypothesized that the CCTI and other bridge programs do
facilitate upward social mobility when implemented with sufficient financial and student support
from host institutions. The study will examine this hypothesis by preparing case studies on the
perceptions and experiences of community college transfer students and comparing the
findings therein with claims made by contemporary researchers. General plan of the research:
A mixed-methods approach will be used for this study. A quantitative study will be conducted
to examine trends in academic performance, graduation rates, and post-graduation life
choices. These trends are noted by studies sponsored by the JKCF, including a report
scheduled to be released in January 2011 by researchers at Brandeis University. A qualitative
study will then be conducted to gain a more nuanced understanding of students’ perceptions
of the link between their college matriculation and social mobility. Estimated duration of the
research: The estimated duration of the project is four months (until April, 2011). During this
time subjects are expected to spend no more than six hours of their time for interviews with the
principal investigator. Estimated total number of subjects: The population size for the
quantitative data collected by the research group at Brandeis University is approximately 1100.
The population size at Bucknell is approximately 150. Only 10 subjects will be chosen for the
qualitative study. The subject is encouraged to ask any questions at any time about the study
and its procedures, or his/her rights as a subject. The investigator's name, address, telephone
number and e-mail address are included below so that the subject may ask questions and
report any study-related problems. The investigators will do everything possible to prevent or
reduce discomfort and risk, but it is not possible to predict everything that might occur. If a
participant has unexpected discomfort or thinks something unusual or unexpected is occurring
s/he should contact the IRB Chair. Principal Investigator:Nadir SharifPhone: 570-478-0786Email: nsharif@bucknell.eduIRB Chair:Abe FeuersteinPhone: 570-577-3293E-mail:
afeurstn@bucknell.eduSubject participation is voluntary. Anyone who agrees to participate in
this research may change his/her mind at any time. Subjects may refuse to answer any
questions and/or withdraw from the study at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to
which they are otherwise entitled. Benefits of this research:The research study and its findings
will enhance the understanding of the experiences of scholars transferring from community
colleges to continue their education at elite four-year institutions. It will provide valuable
feedback to improve such programs in the future. Privacy and Confidentiality:The information
in the study records will be kept confidential. Data will be stored securely and will be made
available only to persons conducting the study unless the subject specifically gives permission,
in writing, to do otherwise. No reference will be made in oral or written reports which would link
the subject to the study. Collection, Use, and Storage of Information:All data will be stored on
private digital storage media and backed up through online servers that use encryption.
Access to the data will require authentication by the principal investigator. A personal
computer will be used to record the interviews. Only audio recording will be used for the
interviews. All original data collected for the purposes of this study will be destroyed once the
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study is complete and the final version of its findings have been published. Anonymous
transcripts from interviews conducted for the case studies may be kept for record until the
research is completed. Compensation and Withdrawal from the Study:The participants of the
study will not be offered any benefits. Participants selected to participate in the qualitative
study will be expected to commit no more than six hours to interviews with the principal
investigator. If a participant chooses to withdraw from the study before all required interviews
are completed, all qualitative data contributed by the participant will be removed from the
study. By signing below, I affirm that I am at least 18 years of age or older and that I have read
and understood the information provided above.

Please type your full name in the box below to indicate that you have read and
understood the above informed consent statement.

Background Information

Independent Student
An "independent student" is defined as someone who meets at least one of the following
criteria:• Is 24 years old or older• Is married/divorced/separated/widowed• Has a child

Do you qualify as an independent student as defined above?

Please select the community college that you attended.

Yes

30

54%

No

26

46%
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Community College of Phila
Garrett College (GC)
Harrisburg Area Communit
Lehigh Carbon Community
Montgomery Community C
Other

Please specify your year of birth:
1986 1980 1984 1972 1987

1981

1982

1984

1981

1989

1986

1979

1989

Please select your gender:

How many siblings do you have?

Female

33

59%

Male

23

41%

Other

0

0%

19
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None.

5

9%

One

13

23%

Two

18

32%

Three

9

16%

Four

3

5%

Five

2

4%

Six or more.

6

11%

Please select your marital status.
Single (never married)

43

Married

7

Divorced

4

Widowed

0

Unmarried Partners

2

Are you a parent?
Yes

5

9%

No

51

91%
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Are you Hispanic or Latino?
Yes

3

5%

No

53

95%

What race(s) do you identify yourself as?
Arabic/Middle Eastern
Asian/Pacific Islander
Black/African-American
Native American Indian
White/Caucasian

4

People may select more tha
checkbox, so percentages
up to more than 100%.

What is your country of citizenship?
US USA Estonia United States of America
States
America

Sweden

Indonesia

Switzerland

United States

States

Sweden

Indonesia

America

Switzerland

Salvador

Romania

Serbia

United States
...

VIETNAM

usa

United States of

El Salvador

Bosnia and Herzegovina
United States

United States of America
United

Bosnia and Herzegovina

United States

United States of America

What is your country of birth?
US USA Estonia South Korea

Serbia

VIETNAM

usa
El

...

United

United States of

United
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What is your country of permanent residence?
US USA Estonia United States of America Serbia
States
America
Sta

Sweden

United States

Switzerland

United States

United States of America

United States

United States
VIETNAM

usa

USA

United
United States of

USA

United

...

Parental Information

Please select your mother's marital status.
Single (never married)

8

Married

31

Divorced

14

Widowed

1

Unmarried Partners

2

Please select your mother's highest level of education.
Less than High School
High School
Some College of Associate
Bachelor's Degree
Master's Degree or Higher
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Please select your mother's current employment status.
Unemployed
Employed Part-Time

7

Employed Full-Time

20

Self-Employed
Other

Please state your mother's current or last occupation.
Business Owner Sonographer accomodation assistant
own business
(current)

business woman

Cleaning services

Tailor

Caretaker

Day Care
real estate

13

6
10

Interior Designer/ Owner of her

Kinder garden teacher

retiree

...

Please select your father's marital status.
Single (never married)

Please select your father's highest level of education.

6

Married

34

Divorced

16

Widowed

0

Unmarried Partners

0
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Less than High School
High School
Some College of Associate
Bachelor's Degree
Master's Degree or Higher

Please select your father's current employment status.
Unemployed

5

Employed Part-Time

4

Employed Full-Time

28

Self-Employed
Other

Please state your father's current or last occupation.
? Security Specialist hotel porter Systems Analysis
Manufacturing

Wood lodger

builder

Longshoreman

Pastor

...

business owner

insurance underwriter

Are both of your parents living?

businessman

tailor

12

Door

Electric circuit
Property Maintenance

7

Senior
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Yes, both my parents are liv
No, my mother is deceased
No, my father is deceased.
No, both my parents are de

What is your family's/parents' income?

Academic Information

What was the cumulative GPA you achieved in high school?

$10,000 - $20,000

24

$20,000 - $30,000

7

$30,000 - $40,000

9

$40,000 - $50,000

7

$50,000 - $60,000

1

$60,000 or more

8
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0.00 - 1.00

2

4%

1.00 - 2.00

2

4%

2.00 - 3.00

8

14%

3.00 - 3.50

21

38%

3.50 - 4.00

23

41%

Did you participate in an honors program in high school?
Yes

26

46%

No

30

54%

If you took a break from schooling after high school, how long did you take off?
N/A - Did not take a break
Less than a year
1 - 2 years
More than 2 years

What was the cumulative GPA you achieved in community college?
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0.00 - 1.00

1

2%

1.00 - 2.00

0

0%

2.00 - 3.00

0

0%

3.00 - 3.50

6

11%

3.50 - 4.00

49

88%

Did you participate in an honors program in community college?
Yes

28

50%

No

28

50%

Please specify the number of courses you successfully completed in community
college:
21 3034

25

credits

26
18

34
23

22
14

20
20

17
21

42
15

(don't remember the exact number)
credits

11

24

16

16-20

22
16

24

~16

16
17

18

24

66

18

29

25
21
16

20
18
20

15
18

20
17

18
21

21
20

24

8

20

16?

78

23

32

22

What was your major/area of concentration in community college?
Education Art and Design liberal arts Business Administration Liberal Studies
Sciences and Behavior
Honors

Liberal Studies

Liberal Arts
Liberal Arts

Social sciences/Psychology
liberal art

...

17

56

All the courses I took

Liberal Arts -

23

Social

133
If you took a break from schooling after community college, how long did you take off?
N/A - Did not take a break
Less than a year
1 - 2 years
More than 2 years

What was the cumulative GPA you achieved in the Bucknell Community College Scholars
0.00 - 1.00
1.00 - 2.00
2.00 - 3.00
3.00 - 3.50
3.50 - 4.00
N/A - Did not attend summe

What is/was your intended (or actual) area of study in Bucknell University?
Sociology/Education Art and Art History international
relations

Management

Science

English

Psychology.

International Relations

Psychology

psychology

Political

International relations/

Sociology

psychology

Polit

...

Did you transfer to Bucknell University or another four-year college after community colle
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Yes - to Bucknell
Yes - to another college
No
Not Applicable

If you are currently enrolled or were enrolled as a full-time student at Bucknell University,
what is your class year?
Class of 2007
9 16%
Class of 2008

1

2%

Class of 2009

7

13%

Class of 2010

8

14%

Class of 2011

10

18%

Class of 2012

13

23%

Class of 2013

7

13%

Class of 2014

1

2%

If you did transfer to Bucknell University, what college year were you classified as upon en
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1st Semester Sophomore
2nd Semester Sophomore
1st Semester Junior
2nd Semester Junior
Other

If you enrolled as a full-time student at Bucknell, what is/was your cumulative GPA?
0.00 - 1.00 10 18%
1.00 - 2.00

0

0%

2.00 - 3.00

5

9%

3.00 - 3.50

22

39%

3.50 - 4.00

19

34%

Financial Information

How many hours on average did you work while enrolled in community college?
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0 - 20 Hours

25

20 - 40 Hours

24

40 - 60 Hours

4

60 - 80 Hours

1

More than 80 Hours

2

How many hours on average do you/did you work while enrolled in four-year college?
0 - 20 Hours
54
20 - 40 Hours

2

40 - 60 Hours

0

60 - 80 Hours

0

More than 80 Hours

0

How has your financial contribution to your family changed compared to
when you were enrolled in community college?
1 -Decreased a lot
8 14%

Decreased a lot

Increased a lot

2

5

9%

3

37

66%

4

4

7%

5 -Increased a lot

2

4%
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If you are no longer a student, what is your employment status?
Unemployed - seeking emp
Unemployed - not seeking
Employed part-time.
Employed full-time.

Do you rent or own your residence?
Own

2

Rent

24

University Residence

24

Other

6

Did you ever enroll in the US Armed Forces with tuition benefits being the main
motive?
Yes
4
7%
No

52

93%
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The Academic Journey

The application process for admission into community college was very
complex.
1 -Strongly Disagree 28

50%

2

13

23%

3

9

16%

4

5

9%

5 -Strongly Agree

1

2%

The application process for financial aid in community college was very
complex.
1 -Strongly Disagree
9

16%

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

2

19

34%

3

17

30%

4

8

14%

5 -Strongly Agree

3

5%

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

I had a very good understanding of what coursework I needed to complete to
graduate from community college.
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1 -Strongly Disagree

1

2%

2

4

7%

3

6

11%

4

14

25%

5 -Strongly Agree

31

55%

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

I have a very good understanding of which courses from community college
can be transferred to four-year college to fulfill which requirements.
1 -Strongly Disagree
3
5%
2

11

20%

3

15

27%

4

19

34%

8

14%

5 -Strongly Agree

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

I think my community college work was evaluated fairly and I received due
credit at my four-year institution.
1 -Strongly Disagree
0
0%

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

2

8

14%

3

10

18%

4

18

32%

5 -Strongly Agree

17

30%

140
I am satisfied with the quality of guidance/counseling available to me in high
school regarding college and career options.
1 -Strongly Disagree 20 36%
2

12

21%

3

12

21%

4

8

14%

5 -Strongly Agree

4

7%

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

I am satisfied with the information that was available to me when deciding
whether or not to attend *community college*.
1 -Strongly Disagree
7 13%
2

10

18%

3

18

32%

4

17

30%

4

7%

My parents were well informed about my options for attaining higher
education beyond high school.
1 -Strongly Disagree 17

30%

5 -Strongly Agree

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

2

9

16%

3

12

21%

4

11

20%

7

13%

5 -Strongly Agree

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree
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My parents were well informed about my options for getting financial support
for education beyond high school.
1 -Strongly Disagree 19 34%
2

12

21%

3

13

23%

4

7

13%

5 -Strongly Agree

5

9%

I am satisfied with the quality of guidance/counseling available to me in
community college.
1 -Strongly Disagree
2

4%

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

2

3

5%

3

5

9%

4

26

46%

5 -Strongly Agree

20

36%

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

I am satisfied with the information that was available to me when deciding
whether or not to attend *four-year college*.
1 -Strongly Disagree
0
0%
2

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

0

0%

3

8

14%

4

26

46%

5 -Strongly Agree

22

39%
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I am satisfied with the quality of support available to me while enrolled at
Bucknell/other four-year college.
1 -Strongly Disagree
0
2

0

0%
0%

3

3

5%

4

23

41%

5 -Strongly Agree

28

50%

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

Your Social Life in College
This section is only intended for those scholars who enrolled as full-time students at Bucknell.

I spend/t more time socializing outside of class in Bucknell than I did in my
community college.
1 -Strongly Disagree
8 14%
2

8

14%

3

9

16%

4

11

20%

5 -Strongly Agree

14

25%

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

I am/was more involved in student organization, clubs, and sports at Bucknell
than in my community college.
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1 -Strongly Disagree

7

13%

12

21%

3

6

11%

4

14

25%

9

16%

My social life outside of class revolves/d primarily around other transfer
students or non-traditional students.
1 -Strongly Disagree
4

7%

2

5 -Strongly Agree

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

2

8

14%

3

5

9%

4

14

25%

5 -Strongly Agree

18

32%

My acquisition of higher education has distanced me from my family.
1 -Strongly Disagree
9

16%

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

2

10

18%

3

13

23%

4

17

30%

7

13%

5 -Strongly Agree

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree
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Perception of Social Mobility

Anyone can get ahead in America if they are just willing to work hard and “pay
their dues.”
1 -Strongly Disagree
9 16%
2

16

29%

3

7

13%

4

20

36%

4

7%

5 -Strongly Agree

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

If I graduate and get the degree, I Will get the job I desire.
1 -Strongly Disagree

2

4%

2

16

29%

3

13

23%

4

20

36%

5

9%

5 -Strongly Agree

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

This country has equal opportunities for everyone regardless of race, religion,
and whether they are from wealthy or poor families.
1 -Strongly Disagree 20 36%
2

19

34%

3

11

20%

4

5

9%

5 -Strongly Agree

1

2%
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Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

Obtaining my professional goals will depend more on “who I know” than
“what I know.”
1 -Strongly Disagree
0

0%

2

8

14%

3

26

46%

4

17

30%

5

9%

5 -Strongly Agree

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

My professors have/had confidence in me and encourage/d me to succeed.
1 -Strongly Disagree
0
0%
2

0

0%

3

6

11%

4

19

34%

5 -Strongly Agree

31

55%

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

I hang out mostly with people who are like me in terms of social class
background and values connected to this upbringing.
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1 -Strongly Disagree

3

5%

2

12

21%

3

10

18%

4

18

32%

5 -Strongly Agree

13

23%

Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree

Thank you! Please consider participating in the qualitative study!
I cannot thank you enough for taking part in this initial phase of my investigation. I encourage
you to volunteer to be interviewed for the second phase of this investigation. If you are chosen
for the interviews (candidates will be selected randomly), you will be interviewed 3 times, and
each interview will last less than one hour. Your input in this study is very valuable, and I thank
you for the time and energy you have committed and are willing to commit in the future.
Sincerely,Nadir SharifBucknell University nsharif@bcuknell.edu570-478-0786

If you would like to volunteer to be interviewed, please provide the
information below.
Complete confidentiality will be maintained throughout the project. None other than myself will
be made aware of your participation in any part of this study!

Name

E-mail Address

Telephone Number
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Other Contact

Number of daily responses

